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A  C o n f i r m e d  T y p o m a n i a c :  
C a r r o l l  C o l e m a n  a n d  t h e  
P r a i r i e  P r e s s
JOHN M. HARRISON
INTRODUCTION
W h e n  consid e rin g  the  beg in n in g s of 
fine p rin tin g  in  the  M idw est in  th e  T w en tie th  C en tu ry , C arroll 
C o lem an 's  Prairie P ress com es quickly to  m in d . E stab lished  in  
the  1930s, the  Prairie P ress p u b lish ed  th e  w o rk  of co n tem p o ­
rary  w rite rs  in  w ell-m ade vo lum es. The s tu d y  th a t follow s is 
bo th  a h isto ry  of the  Prairie  P ress a n d  a b io g rap h y  of C arroll 
C olem an.
Carroll C olem an d id  o th e r th in g s  th a n  p u b lish  books in  the  
eighty-five years h e  lived, b u t m o st w ere  som ehow  in te rw o v en  
w ith  the  p rivate  p ress  h e  estab lished  in  th e  b a sem e n t of h is 
p a re n ts ' hom e in  M uscatine, Iow a, d u rin g  th e  D epression  
years. A lm ost every  m ajor decision  he  m ad e  in  the  res t of h is 
life w as b ased  on  w h a t he  believed  w o u ld  be its im pact o n  the  
Prairie P ress. So there  is little rea so n  to  be concerned  h e re  w ith  
d ifferen tia ting  b e tw een  h isto ry  a n d  b iog raphy . It becam e m y  
p u rp o se  to  w rite  an  account of th e  life of a m an  w h o  w as, as he 
once described  him self, "a  confirm ed  typo m an iac ,"  w ith  a 
genius for m ak ing  beau tifu l books. M uch  of th is  sto ry  is 
focused on  th e  books he  p ro d u ced  over ha lf a cen tu ry  a n d  is 
thus  the sto ry  of th e  Prairie P ress w h ich  p u b lish ed  them .
This has n o t b e e n  easy. The a u th o r k n ew  C arroll C o lem an  for 
alm ost half a cen tu ry  before  h is d e a th  in  1989. B eginning  as a 
casual acquain tance in  the  early  1940s, w h e n  C arroll h e lp ed  
design  a new  typog raph ica l d ress for the  w eek ly  n e w sp a p e r
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w hich  th e  H arriso n  fam ily p u b lish ed  in  w este rn  Iow a, our 
frien d sh ip  c o n tin u ed  th ro u g h  the  years w h e n  b o th  of u s served 
the  U n iversity  of Iow a in  positions re la ted  to  publications. It 
reached  its m o st m ean ing fu l d im ensions in  the  course of long 
conversa tions in  the  liv ing room  of h is Iow a C ity hom e at 111 
L usk A venue  after I h a d  re tu rn e d  in  1978 from  teaching  
jou rna lism  a n d  A m erican  s tud ies  a t th e  P ennsy lvan ia  State 
U niversity  for sev en teen  years. O ver the  nex t tw elve years, m y 
app rec ia tion  of C arroll C o lem an 's  p ersona l qualities increased. 
Still he  w as such  a m o d est m an , so self-effacing th a t it w as no t 
easy  to  get b e n e a th  th e  p ro tective surface he  m ain ta ined , a 
m an ifesta tion  of w h a t h is friend  an d  fo rm er associate, H arry  
D uncan , h as  described  as " a pa in fu l n eed  for p rivacy ."  O ne 
ad m ired  th e  m an  a n d  his w ork , b u t w a n te d  to  p robe  d eep er for 
an sw ers  to  qu estio n s  abou t h im  th a t rem ained .
Som e of th ese  an sw ers  have b een  fo u n d  in  the  course of 
m o n th s  sp e n t w ith  the  p a p e rs  th a t w ere  a lm ost literally exca­
v a ted  from  the  ba sem e n t sh o p  w h ere  the  Prairie P ress h a d  been  
located , a fter th ey  h a d  been  generously  con tribu ted  by  his 
w idow , G enevieve A itken  C olem an, to  th e  U niversity  of Iow a 
L ibraries' Special C ollections. T hese are  u n fo rtu n a te ly  lim ited 
m ostly  to  the  years  1961-1965, b u t th ey  p rov ide  a rep resen ta tive  
sam pling  of w h a t C arroll C o lem an  th o u g h t abou t m any  aspects 
of the  w orld  in  w h ich  he  lived, as w ell as som e indications of 
h o w  th e  Prairie  P ress w as opera ted .
To be th e  first p e rso n  to  have  access to  these  p ap ers , even 
before  th ey  h a d  b een  p rocessed  a n d  catalogued , w as an 
exciting experience. R obert M cC ow n, H ead  of Special Collec­
tions, m ade  th a t possib le  a n d  w as he lp fu l th ro u g h o u t the  tim e 
sp e n t w ith  them . O th e rs  have  con tribu ted  to filling in  this 
p ic tu re  of C arroll C o lem an  a n d  th e  Prairie Press. To keep 
in te rru p tio n s  a t a m in im um , th ere  are no  foo tno tes in  th is 
m anuscrip t. A ttribu tion  of q u o ted  m ateria ls is m ade  w ith in  the  
tex t in  m o st instances. The C arroll C o lem an  P apers a n d  o ther 
U niversity  of Iow a reco rds in  Special Collections are the 
sources of o th e r quo tations.
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This w ork  does n o t p re te n d  to  be a defin itive s tudy . In te r­
ested  readers  an d  scholars will have  to  m ake ed u ca ted  g uesses 
abou t som e aspects of C arroll C o lem an 's  life u n less  th ey  are  
able to d iscover o th e r sources of in fo rm ation . U n fo rtu n a te ly  all 
available ev idence suggests  th a t h is earlier a n d  la te r p ap e rs  
w ere  d e s tro y e d  — m o st of th em  for w a n t of space. I h o p e  tha t, 
m eantim e, "A  C onfirm ed  T ypom aniac" w ill he lp  to  enhance  
the  lim ited  know ledge  th e  w orld  h as  h a d  of C arroll C olem an 
an d  the  Prairie P ress, an d  th a t it w ill h e lp  to  b rin g  th em  the  
a tten tio n  th ey  so richly deserve , w h ich  w as d en ied  th em  
d u rin g  his lifetim e.
THE BEGINNINGS
Carroll C olem an w as th e  q u in tessen tia l Iow an. H e w as bo rn  
in  L iv ingston  — a crossroads se ttlem en t in  the  h e a rt of the  once 
th riv ing  coal m in ing  reg ion  of so u th  cen tral Iow a. W hen  he  w as 
tw o years old , h is p a re n ts , E rnest a n d  A rm inda  C olem an, 
m oved  to  a farm  n ear C enterv ille , the  seat of A ppanoose  
C ounty . T hen  the  fam ily m oved  to  C enterv ille , w h e re  E rnest 
C olem an w e n t in to  th e  real esta te  b u sin ess . The C olem an 
fam ily m oved  one m ore tim e — to M uscatine , w h e n  C arroll w as 
tw elve years old. T here he  a tte n d e d  h ig h  school, lea rn ed  the  
p rin tin g  trade , w as m arried , a n d  estab lished  th e  P rairie P ress. 
In  1945, he  m oved  to Iow a City, w h e re  h e  sp e n t the  rem ain in g  
forty-four years of h is life.
H e n ever lived ou tside  Iow a for m ore  th a n  a few  w eeks. H e 
a tte n d ed  the  M ilo B anquet L ino type School in  Toledo, O hio , 
soon  after h is g rad u a tio n  from  h igh  school, a n d  m ade  a brief 
" tram p  p rin tin g "  to u r of the  S o u th w est, w h ich  he  m en tio n ed  
in  h is papers  only  to  describe the  bro iling  h ea t he  h a d  e n d u re d  
in  Phoenix, A rizona. H e n ev e r v isited  o u tsid e  th e  U n ited  
States.
Carroll C olem an carried  on  a k in d  of love/hate  re la tio n sh ip  
w ith  Iowa th ro u g h o u t h is life. H e ta lked  a n d  w ro te  — especially
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in  h is  la te r y e a rs  — of m ov ing  to  N ew  E ngland , to  the  O zarks, or 
som e o th e r p a rt  of the  U n ited  States. H e en te rta in ed  job offers 
from  th e  U n iversity  of Illinois P ress a n d  from  the  U niversity  of 
O k lahom a P ress, b u t  h e  rejected  them . H e w as uncom fortable 
in  large cities. O n  th e  few  occasions w h e n  he  w e n t to N ew  York 
City, he  re tu rn e d  h om e sooner th a n  h e  in ten d ed . H e w as a 
consisten t advocate  a n d  d e fen d e r of the  uncom plica ted  and  
relatively  u n so p h is tica ted  life o ften  reg a rd ed  as characteristic 
of Iow a an d  th e  M idw est.
E ven the  P rairie P ress w as, in  its beg inn ings, Iow an to  the 
core. A n  an tho logy  of Iow a p o e ts  w as its first pub lished  
vo lum e. The concep t of reg io n a lism  — so pervasive in  the 
M idw est a t th e  tim e  — w as m u ch  in  C arroll C o lem an 's  m ind . 
O n ly  som e years  later, as th e  g row ing  rep u ta tio n  of the  Prairie 
P ress a ttrac ted  m an u scrip ts  from  all over the  w orld , w as its 
M id w este rn  flavor tem p e re d  by  o th e r strains.
Yet C arroll C o lem an  n ev e r ren o u n ced  h is ties w ith  h is native 
Iow a, w h a te v er  th e  m odifications of the  p u rp o se s  of the  Prairie 
P ress. H e w o u ld  n o t have  b een  h a p p y  living in  N ew  E ngland, 
an d  certain ly  n o t in  any  of th e  g rea t m etropo litan  cen ters of 
book  pub lish ing . H is P rairie P ress w o u ld  have  b een  a d ifferen t 
an d  less d is tin g u ish ed  p u b lish in g  h o u se  h a d  he  m oved  it to 
a n o th e r  p a rt  of th e  coun try .
C arroll C o lem an  g rew  u p  w ith  books. H is m o ther, A rm inda 
C olem an, w as a teacher in  the  public  schools for m any  years. 
So w ere  tw o  of h is sisters, b o th  several years  o lder th an  he. 
C arroll becam e an  av id  rea d e r  a t an  early  age. The passion  for 
books th a t w o u ld  sh ap e  h is life a n d  fill h is h om e a n d  p rin ting  
sh o p  w ith  n u m b ers  of books th a t far exceeded  the  available 
s to rage space b eg an  to  deve lop  before  he  e n te red  school. The 
in te res t in  p rin tin g  a n d  ty p o g rap h y  th a t com bined  w ith  his 
love of books to  p ro d u ce  th e  Prairie  P ress "p robab ly  s ta rted  in 
m y sev en th  y e a r,"  C olem an  w ro te  to h is friend , O akley 
C heever, " w h e n  I first o p e n e d  a box th a t con ta ined  som e 
ru b b er type, a s tam p  p a d  a n d  a w o o d en  'stick ' to  ho ld  the  type 
for p r in tin g ."  But, h e  w e n t on , " th e  first tim e th a t I w an ted  to 
becom e a p rin te r  m ore th a n  an y th in g  else w as after I h a d  set a
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few  sticksful of type  in  a school s h o p .. .  The in stru c to r w as a 
bo rn  teacher, en thusiastic  ab o u t p rin tin g  a n d  very  k in d  to  m e, 
a n d  I sp e n t m uch  of m y  tim e in  th a t school sh o p ."
P rin ting  h a d  n o t b een  C o lem an 's  first choice of sh o p  courses 
offered at M uscatine H igh  School in  h is fre sh m an  year. H e h a d  
in te n d e d  to p u rsu e  an  early  in te res t in  w oo d w o rk in g , b u t the  
course w as overenro lled . So he  h a d  se ttled  for p rin tin g , tau g h t 
by  Irv in  K raem er, w h o  in sp ired  C arroll C o lem an  a n d  s tim u ­
lated  h is in te rest in  p rin tin g . (K raem er la te r m oved  to  Iow a 
City, w h ere  h e  becam e fo rem an  of th e  U niversity  of Iow a shops 
area, after w ork ing  for a tim e in  the  H ydrau lics L aboratory .)
Carroll C olem an h a d  a lready  chosen  his life 's w o rk  w h e n  he  
w as g rad u a ted  from  h ig h  school in  1923. H e w a n te d  to  be a 
p rin ter. H e h a d  b o u g h t a p ress  a n d  som e type. A s a sen io r in  
h igh  school, he  h a d  b eg u n  to  p u b lish  a qu arte rly  m agaz ine  of 
verse, the  Golden Quill. C .A .A . P arker of Saugus, M assachu ­
setts, w h o  p u b lish ed  such  a m agazine , encou raged  h im  a n d  
p rov ided  nam es of likely con tribu to rs . "L ike so m an y  little 
m agazines of v e rse ,"  C olem an  la ter said  of it, " it  h a d  a life of 
abou t tw o y e a rs ."  H e h a d  p u b lish ed  a n o th e r  periodical, th e  
Pied Typer, m ostly  for th e  a m u sem en t of h im self a n d  his 
friends, an d  he  h a d  w o rk ed  part-tim e  a t several local p r in t 
shops in  h is spare  tim e a n d  w eekends.
N ow  h e  dec ided  th a t he  n e e d ed  to  lea rn  so m eth in g  abou t 
m echanical ty p ese ttin g  (th o u g h  he  w as a lw ays to p refe r se tting  
type  by  hand ). So he  en ro lled  in  the  B ennet School, w h e re  he  
sp en t a few  w eeks. T hen  h e  cam e h o m e to  M uscatine  an d  
becam e app ren ticed  to  the  W eis P rin ting  C om pany . H e ga ined  
adm ission  to  the  In te rnationa l T ypograph ical U n io n  in  1927 
an d  rem ained  an  active pa rtic ip an t for m an y  years. Fellow  
m em bers of the  Iow a C ity ITU u n it recall h is co n tin u in g  
involvem ent. C olem an w e n t to  w ork  in  1927 for th e  M uscatine 
Journal as a com posito r a n d  som etim e L ino type opera to r.
W orking for a n ew sp a p e r, he  soon  d iscovered , w as n o t the  
w ay he w an ted  to sp e n d  the  res t of h is life. It w as too m u ch  like 
w ork ing  on  a factory p ro d u c tio n  line, tu rn in g  o u t essen tia lly  
the  sam e p ro d u ct day  after day . The job  a ffo rded  h im  little
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o p p o rtu n ity  for the  k ind  of creativ ity  he  w a n te d  to  practice as 
a p rin te r. H e h a d  o th e r reservations abou t n ew sp ap ers . M ost of 
th em , he  th o u g h t, w ere  d ev o ted  to  violence, sensation , and  
trivia. It w as w o rk  th a t p ro v id ed  h im  no  p leasu re , b u t he 
stayed  on  at the  Journal for the  nex t seven  years, salvaging as 
m uch  tim e as he  cou ld  for h is b asem en t sh o p , w here  he  could 
do  the  creative p rin tin g  th a t gave h im  satisfaction. A lw ays in 
C arroll C o lem an 's  m in d  w as the  p ro spec t of h av ing  his ow n 
sh o p  w h ere  he  could  sp e n d  full tim e do ing  the  th ings he 
w a n te d  to  do  w ith  type  a n d  p ap er, b u t no w  he n e e d ed  to gain 
m ore  experience a n d , of course , to  ea rn  a living.
So he  s tay ed  on  at the  Journal w h ere  the  w ork load  increased 
as th e  size of th e  p rin tin g  force w as red u ced  by  a lm ost half as 
the  G reat D ep ression  took ho ld . T hen , in  1933, he  w as stricken 
w ith  a rare  h e a rt a ilm e n t — neurocircu lato ry  asthen ia . H e u n ­
d e rw e n t tw o  opera tio n s  a t the  fam ous C leveland  Clinic H osp i­
tals in  O hio. H e sp e n t the  nex t year an d  a ha lf recuperating  at 
h o m e  — a p e rio d  w h e n  m an y  of the  e lem ents th a t w ou ld  
cu lm inate  in  th e  early  v e n tu re s  of the  Prairie P ress began  to 
exert th e ir  in fluence  on  him .
H e w as su p p o sed  to re tu rn  to  C leveland  for a n o th e r opera­
tion  b u t he  s tayed  in  M uscatine. T h rough  th is long  convales­
cence he  read  poe try , for w h ich  he  h a d  alw ays h a d  a particu lar 
affinity. H e deve lo p ed  frien d sh ip s  w ith  several m em bers of the 
Iow a A u th o rs  C lu b  — am o n g  th em  W ilbur Schram m , Paul En­
gle a n d  E dw in  Ford  P iper in  Iow a City, Jam es H earst in  C edar 
Falls, T hom as W. D uncan  in  D es M oines, Jay S igm und  in 
C edar R apids, a n d  D on  F arran  in  R ow an.
T ypog raphy  w as a n o th e r  area  he  beg an  to explore in  d ep th  
a n d  he  h a d  soon  ex h au sted  the  M uscatine L ibrary 's ho ld ings 
re la ted  to  p rin ting . H e beg an  to  apprecia te  th e  ex ten t to  w hich 
typograph ica l p rinc ip les w ere  b ring ing  p rin tin g  in to  the  realm  
of a rt a n d  h is ap p e tite  for know ledge  of the  subject grew  
rap id ly . So he  beg an  to  seek  fresh  sources of in fo rm ation  and  
fo u n d  th e m  — first a t Iow a City, w h ere  F rank  L u ther M ott, th en  
D irector of the  U niversity  of Iow a School of Journalism , he lped  
h im  find  m ateria ls, b u t  especially  in  Chicago. F ind ing  his w ay
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to  the  fam ous library  of the  Lakeside P ress, he  cam e to  th e  
a tten tio n  of W illiam  K itteridge, in te rnationa lly  k n o w n  book 
designer. It w as K itteridge w h o  m ade  it possib le  for C olem an  to 
s tu d y  the  L akeside collections of fine books a n d  re levan t texts.
C hicago 's N ew berry  L ibrary also p ro v id ed  C olem an  the 
chance to exam ine a n d  s tu d y  m an y  beau tifu l books a n d  to 
becom e acquain ted  w ith  th e  lite ra tu re  of book  design , the  
h isto ry  an d  aesthetics of type. H e described  th e  im pact of these  
experiences a coup le  of years la ter (1936) in  a 4-page p am p h le t, 
" N otes on  The Prairie P ress":
For several years... I had been impressed and fascinated by 
the fine printing being done in both America and England by 
a limited number of craftsmen. I noticed that the best and 
most interesting work came from the smallest group in the 
industry — the private presses. Here, unimpaired by commer­
cial restrictions and bravely ignoring profits and losses in 
most instances, a standard of craftsmanship was being estab­
lished which seemed to me to indicate that printing as being 
practiced by these private presses might once more achieve 
the status of an art which it enjoyed in the days of the early 
masters of type and press, ink and paper.
Carroll C olem an h a d  n o w  reso lved  " to  issue  som e books 
w hich  w ou ld  express m y  o w n  ideas of design  an d  ty p o g ra ­
p h y ."  H e h ad , h e  conceded , "little  e q u ip m en t an d  still m ore 
lim ited cap ita l."  The P rairie P ress w as to  be estab lished  on  
these  principles:
I had no desire to reprint the classics, feeling that field of 
printing had been somewhat overworked by many printers in 
commercial ventures in limited editions. I did not want to 
issue any of the second-rate work of famous contemporary 
authors, in the hope of selling books by means of a well- 
known name, nor did I intend to exploit the vanity of 
unimportant writers by publishing their scribblings at their 
own expense. I knew there were many writers in Iowa and 
the Middle West doing fine work (and by reason of this very 
fact often lacking mass appeal) who should be published. 
What could be more fitting than for a private press in the 
center of this area to attempt this, and what better name than 
the Prairie Press?
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The Prairie P ress a n ­
n o u n c e d  by  m ail in  O ctober,
1935, th a t  it con tem p la ted  
p u b lish in g  a n  an th o lo g y  of 
p o em s by  Iow a au th o rs . To 
D on  Farran , one  of those  in ­
v ited  to  subm it w orks, C ole­
m an  w ro te  th a t th is w as " d e ­
cided ly  n o t a pay -as-you -en ter a n th o lo g y ."  A  p o e t w hose  w ork 
w as chosen  for inclusion  could  p u rch ase  ten  copies, "w h ich  is 
n o t like ly ,"  o r no n e , "w h ich  is ex trem ely  p ro b ab le ."  C olem an 
a d d e d  th a t h e  h a d  " n o  illusions as to th e  financial so u n d n ess  of 
the  v e n tu re ,"  su g g estin g  th a t  "all such  v e n tu re s  are fore­
d o o m ed  to  failure, o r a t b es t to  b reak ing  ev en ."
Contemporary Iowa Poets a p p e a re d  early  in  1935. Its sixty-nine 
pages in c lu d ed  w orks by  th irty-six  Io w a n s  — am ong  th em  T h­
om as W. D uncan , Jam es H earst, R u th  L echlitner, E dw in  Ford 
P iper, W ilbur Schram m , Jay S igm und , M r. a n d  M rs. Lewis 
W o rth in g to n  Sm ith , Jew ell B othw ell Tull, an d  R oland W hite. 
M cK inlay K an to r w ro te  th a t h e  no  longer considered  him self an  
Iow an  a n d  th u s  w as n o t eligible. T here w as no  resp o n se  from  
Phil S tong. A cknow ledgem en ts for p erm ission  to  p rin t in ­
c luded  American Poetry, A ttic Salt, Bard, Christian Century, The 
Forum, New York Herald-Tribune, Poetry, a n d  Saturday Review of 
Literature.
This first vo lum e from  the  Prairie P ress set h igh  s tan d a rd s  for 
the  years to  com e. It w as p rin te d  in  h a n d -se t B ulm er R om an, a 
typeface first u se d  by  W illiam  B ulm er a t the  Shakespeare  Press 
in  L ondon , 1793, in  " th a t  m agnificen t ed ition  of Shakespeare 
from  w h ich  the  p ress  de riv ed  its n a m e ."  (Carroll C olem an later 
d es ig n a ted  B ulm er as h is favorite  am ong  all typeface, charac­
teriz ing  it as "h a rd  w o rk in g .")  Tw o h u n d re d  an d  tw enty-five 
copies of Contemporary Iowa Poets w ere  p rin te d  on  A lexandra 
A n tique  W ove paper.
R eception  of th e  an th o lo g y  — b o th  critical a n d  financial — w as 
less th a n  en thusiastic . T here  w ere  few  rev iew s a n d  C olem an 
com m en ted  caustically  in  a le tte r to  D on  Farran  on  A pril 3,
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1935: " This rev iew  b u sin ess  is a fu n n y  th ing . If y o u  will 
exam ine the  space g iven  to  rev iew s, you  will find  it practically 
p ro  ra ta  w ith  the  advertis ing  space of the  p u b lish e rs ."  H is 
conclusion? " Q u a in t are  the  u ses  of publicity , a n d  d iv erse ."
Late in  February , 1935, C olem an  rep o rted  to F arran  th a t 
" sales of the  an tho logy  have  practically  s to p p e d  w ith  ab o u t half 
of the  ed ition  sold. I am  se n d in g  o u t som e lite ra tu re  on  it in  an  
a ttem p t to stim ula te  sa le s ... I have  lea rn ed  one  th in g  — 
m em bers of th e  Iow a A u th o rs  C lub a p p a ren tly  do  n o t buy  
books. W ith  the  exception  of those  rep re sen te d  in  th e  an th o l­
ogy, I do  n o t believe th e  circulars sen t to  the  club m em bers 
resu lted  in  m ore th a n  tw o  sa les ."
A m o n th  later there  w as a b it of good  new s: Publisher's Weekly 
h ad  listed  the  an tho logy  as " one  of th e  n ine  b es t lim ited  
ed itions of the  p a s t m o n th ."  T here  w as o th e r good  n ew s abou t 
th is tim e, too: E d m u n d  B. T ho m p so n  of H a w th o rn  H o u se  h a d  
p ro p o sed  C arroll C olem an for m em b ersh ip  in  the  A m erican  
Institu te  of G raphic A rts. "If se lec ted ,"  h e  w ro te  to  Farran , "I 
w ou ld  be the  first p rin te r  from  Iow a so h o n o re d ."  The nom i­
nation  w as ap p ro v ed  an d  the  Prairie  P ress becam e a freq u en t 
w in n er of AIGA book  aw ard s in  the  nex t th ree  decades. As 
C olem an w as to  find  th ro u g h o u t h is life, how ever, such  
recognition  d id  little to  he lp  h im  ea rn  a liv ing at p r in tin g  these  
h an d so m e volum es.
"T he book  b u sin ess  ju s t is n 't ,"  C olem an  w ro te  to  F arran  in  
July, 1935. H e w as p lan n in g  to  p u b lish  Elephants at War, a 
collection of T hom as W. D u n can 's  poem s, b u t if sales of 
Contemporary Iowa Poets a n d  vo lum es of p o e try  by  F arran  a n d  
Jay S igm und th a t he  h a d  p u b lish ed  d id  n o t im prove, he  w o u ld  
have " to  p rom o te  a loan  for the  p a p e r"  for the  D u n can  volum e. 
"N ever pub lish  b o o k s ,"  h is le tte r concluded .
C olem an w ro te  tw o w eeks later th a t if th e  D uncan  book  d id  
n o t sell w ell "I m ay  have  to  qu it the  p u b lish in g  b u s in e ss ."  H e 
had  decided  th a t "m aybe  th e  p eop le  w h o  go to  b an k  n ig h ts  are 
sane a n d  I am  c razy ."  (Bank n ig h ts  w ere  a form  of lo ttery  
devised  d u rin g  the  G reat D epression  by  ow ners  of m o tion  
picture thea ters  to  a ttrac t custom ers.)
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C olem an  h a d  w ritte n  to  F arran  in  M arch, 1935, th a t "I m ay 
re tu rn  to  m y old job  after th e  first of the  m o n th ."  H e h a d  been  
aw ay  from  the  M uscatine Journal for a year an d  a half, hav ing  
fo u n d  a su b s titu te  w h o  w o u ld  ho ld  th e  job for h im  w hile he 
recu p e ra ted . N ow  the  " su b "  h a d  tak en  a job o u t of to w n  and  
"as  th ey  are  p lan n in g  a bu lldog  ed ition  soon, th ey  w an t m e to 
com e back if I w ill."  (The "b u lld o g "  ed ition  is th e  first p u b ­
lished  each  day , o ften  com posed  largely  of m aterial from  the 
p rev ious d a y 's  last ed ition .)
A  m o n th  later, how ever, he  rep o rted  th a t " th e  local sheet has 
p o s tp o n e d  th e  s ta rtin g  of th e  bu lldog  ed ition  u n til fall, so I m ay 
defer th e  p leasu re  of re tu rn in g  to  stories of m u rd e r, rape, 
incest, acciden ts a n d  p ro p ag a n d a  for th e  m un itions  m anufac­
tu re rs  u n til fall — if m y  finances h o ld  o u t."
H is fin an ces  — th ere  w as the  rub . So, early  in  N ovem ber, he 
w e n t back  to  w o rk  for th e  Journal on  a part-tim e basis. "I h ad  a 
fain t h o p e  a t one  tim e ,"  h e  w ro te  to  Farran , " th a t I m igh t do 
w ell en o u g h  in  th e  p u b lish in g  to  enable  m e to  devo te  all m y 
tim e to  it, b u t h av in g  som e know ledge  of th e  book-buying  
public , I sh o u ld  have  k n o w n  be tte r. O n  the  four books I have 
p u b lish ed , I am  ju s t ab o u t $125 in  th e  red . But I have  no 
reg re ts . I have  en joyed  it an d  have  h a d  a lot of fu n ."
C olem an  qu it h is n e w sp a p e r job after only  six w eeks, hav ing  
" h a d  the  flu" a n d  "g o t d isg u s ted  w ith  th in g s ."  H e w as "a t a 
loose e n d ,"  w h ich  h e  fo u n d  ra th e r  p leasan t in  th a t " it opens u p  
a n u m b er of possib le  av en u es for fu tu re  d e v e lo p m en t."  M ost of 
th ese , how ever, " req u ire  m oney , w h ich  is a th in g  of w hich  I 
have  very  little a t the  m o m e n t."
O f the  "possib le  av en u es  for fu tu re  d ev e lo p m en t"  op en  to 
C arroll C o lem an  late  in  1935, the  one h e  chose w as his ow n 
com m ercial p r in tin g  sh o p  on  M ulberry  A venue in  d o w n to w n  
M uscatine. It p ro v id ed  e n o u g h  incom e to su sta in  h im  w hile 
a llow ing  h im  som e tim e to  get on  w ith  book  pub lish ing  he 
w a n te d  to  do  u n d e r  th e  Prairie P ress im prin t. O pera ting  a 
com m ercial p r in tin g  sh o p  w as n o t the  ideal a rrangem en t, b u t it 
k ep t h im  going  for th e  nex t te n  years, a n d  in  th a t decade the 
Prairie P ress p ro d u ce d  som e of its finest vo lum es.
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THE MUSCATINE YEARS
River to w n s have  a character a n d  flavor of th e ir  ow n. 
M uscatine, w h ere  the  Prairie P ress began , is such  a tow n , 
d om ina ted  physically  an d  psychologically  by  th e  M ississippi 
River. Jon a th an  Raban, the  British travel w rite r, s to p p e d  off at 
M uscatine som e years ago w hile  on  a sm all craft trip  d o w n  the  
river. In  Old Glory w h ich  is h is account of th a t trip , R aban  w ro te  
of M uscatine:
Clearly, Muscatine was in possession of some secret of 
survival which had escaped almost every other town of its 
size I had visited. I had assumed that slow dereliction and 
depopulation were the inevitable fate of such places, doomed 
to squat and scrape a bare living in the long shadows of their 
ambitions of a century ago. There must, I thought, be 
something peculiarly boneheaded about Muscatine in its 
failure to grasp the basic principles that should have ensured 
its decline.
C arroll C olem an loved  the  to w n  a n d  the  river. In  h is y o u th , 
he h ad  roam ed  the  b anks of the  M ississippi a ro u n d  M uscatine. 
This love of place is reflected  in  one of th e  early  pub lica tions of 
the  Prairie Press: No Pink Shirts (1938), a b ro ch u re  in  p a p e r  
covers, by  K enneth  K aufm an , sub titled  " "A T ribute  to  the  
M em ory of E van G. B arn ard ."  Tw o reaso n s  for p u b lish in g  th is 
title are  cited: "F irst because it is a fine p iece of w riting  a n d  a 
sp lend id  tribu te  to a g rea t m an , an d  second  because  E van G. 
B arnard  sp e n t h is b o y h o o d  in  M uscatine, exp loring  every  foot 
of the  M ississippi River in  h is skiff a n d  roam ing  th e  w o o d ed  
hills above the  to w n ."  The experiences of B arnard , w h o  w e n t 
on  to O klahom a to becom e a w ell-know n  w rite r ab o u t the  
S ou thw est, obviously  spoke to  the  h e a rt of C arroll C olem an.
M uscatine h a d  been  for m an y  years  a th riv ing  sm all city, 
w ith  som eth ing  of a w orld  re p u ta tio n  for its pearl b u tto n  
industry . The b u tto n s  w ere  m ade  from  shells, taken  from  the  
river, in  several p lan ts . O th e r sm all in d u strie s  p ro v id ed  jobs for 
add itional w orkers.
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T hen , ju s t as C arroll C o lem an  d ec ided  to  estab lish  the  Prairie 
P ress, the  full im pact of th e  G reat D epression  h it M uscatine. Its 
in d u stria l p rob lem s w ere  m ultip lied  w h e n  the  shells from  
w h ich  pearl b u tto n s  w ere  m ade  b eg an  to  ru n  out. A  final blow  
w as th e  severe  d ro u g h t of th e  m id-1930s w h ich  struck  at 
ag ricu ltu ra l op era tio n s  in  the  area.
This w as n o t an  ausp ic ious tim e to  launch  a business 
v en tu re . F o rtunate ly , the  Prairie  P ress requ ired  little capital. Its 
first vo lum es w ere  p rin te d  on  a 10x15 G ordon  job p ress, u sing  
h a n d -se t type  in  lim ited  selections of Bulm er, G o u d y 's  Text, 
A rrighi, a n d  a few  titling  fonts. The Prairie P ress w as opera ted  
sim ply  a n d  frugally.
W hatever its lim ita tions in  capital an d  physical p lan t, the 
fledgling  p ress  lacked n e ith e r  v ision  n o r am bition. It w as 
fo u n d ed  o n  tw o  princip les, one  of w h ich  w as regionalism . "I 
gave ear to  the  teach ings of m y friend , G ran t W ood, the  a rtis t,"  
C olem an  w o u ld  la ter declare, " a n d  I w as conv inced  th a t I could 
do  no  b e tte r  th a n  to  follow , in  pub lish ing , the  regionalism  th a t 
h e  advocated  in  p a in ting . I env isioned  ed ito rs, a rtists  and  
p a in te rs  w o rk ing  to  p ro d u ce  beau tifu l books, w hich  w ou ld  
em body  the  life a n d  th o u g h t of the  h e a rt of the  g rea t M issis­
sipp i Valley reg io n ."
The P rairie P ress m ay  n ev er have  qu ite  accom plished  w h a t 
w as env is ioned  h e re , b u t  n e ith e r d id  it ever lose th e  regional 
flavor th a t characterized  its early  years. M idw este rn  w riters 
w o u ld  alw ays p rov ide  m an y  of its titles. But the  Prairie Press 
w as soon  receiv ing  m an u scrip ts  of h ig h  quality  from  beyond  
the  M ississippi Valley, m an y  of th em  attrac ted  by  early exam ­
p les of C arroll C o lem an 's  bookm ak ing  genius. Recognizing the 
lim ita tions of reg ionalism , he  p u b lish ed  the  best of these 
m an u scrip ts , a d d in g  to  the  rep u ta tio n  of p ress  a n d  pub lisher.
A second  m ajor p rincip le  on  w h ich  the  Prairie P ress w as 
estab lished  w as th a t its p u rp o se  w as to p rov ide  an  aud ience  for 
g ifted  w rite rs  w h o  h a d  n o t y e t estab lished  w ide  repu ta tions. 
Typically several h u n d re d  copies of h an d so m e , w ell-p roduced  
books w ere  tu rn e d  o u t a n d  so ld  a t very  m odest prices. From  
the  first, C o lem an  rejected  a p revailing  n o tio n  th a t a principle
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p u rp o se  of p riva te  p resses  w as to  tu rn  o u t expensive ed itions 
of classic w orks th a t rich m en  cou ld  d isp lay  in  th e ir  libraries 
an d  show  to th e ir friends. O ne  of h is m o st o ften  q u o ted  
com m ents expressed  the  h o p e  th a t h is w o u ld  be k n o w n  as the  
only p rivate  p ress  th a t h a d  n o t rep rin te d  E lizabeth  B arrett 
B row ning 's Sonnets from the Portuguese.
C arroll C olem an chose a w ide  varie ty  of m an u scrip ts  for 
publication , b u t th ere  n ev er w as an y  d o u b t ab o u t h is p ersona l 
preference for p o e try  — a p reference  th a t a d d e d  to h is p rob lem s 
in  m aking  a m o d est profit. All fou r of the  titles he  p u b lish ed  in  
the  first year w ere  p o e try  a n d  h e  lea rn ed  very  soon  th a t th ey  
d id  n o t p roduce  sales th a t w o u ld  rep ay  th e  costs of h is 
m aterials, m uch  less an  adeq u ate  w age for th e  h o u rs  of w ork  
th a t w e n t in to  p ro d u cin g  th ese  h a n d so m e  books.
A gain  a n d  again  th ro u g h o u t h is p u b lish in g  career, C olem an 
w ou ld  an n o u n ce  his in ten tio n  to  qu it p u b lish in g  poe try . H e 
w ou ld  receive a m an u scrip t from  a p o e t of th e  calibre of 
H ayden  C arru th  or Jam es H ea rs t a n d  w o u ld  w rite  to  express 
his p leasu re  w ith  the  w ork . T hen  he  w o u ld  express h is reg re t 
th a t it w as im possib le to  p u b lish  p o e try  because  of financial 
considerations. Yet, m ore o ften  th a n  n o t, he  w o u ld  decide th a t 
he m u st p u t these  poem s in  p rin t. Few  of th ese  v e n tu re s  repa id  
their cost, th o u g h  the  several vo lum es of Jam es H e a rs t 's  w orks 
w ere  po p u lar, an d  Findings, a vo lum e of W endell B erry 's 
poem s, a lm ost ach ieved  the  best-seller classification.
C arroll C olem an som etim es said  th a t th e  ten -year period  
from  1935 to 1945 w as th e  h a p p ie s t of h is life. T hese w ere  the  
M uscatine years  of the  Prairie P ress a n d  u n d o u b ted ly  th ere  w as 
b o th  satisfaction a n d  excitem ent in  its g row ing  re p u ta tio n  for 
excellence — b o th  literary  a n d  typograph ic . D espite  the  finan ­
cial frustra tions, he  w as able to  m ake a liv ing from  his various 
invo lvem ents w ith  the  p rin tin g  business.
O ne of h is best custom ers in  th ese  early  days of p rin tin g  
opera tions w as S.G . S tein (know n  as Sol). S tein  w as an  early  
adm irer of Prairie P ress books a n d  a regu lar cu stom er for them . 
As p res id en t of the  G rain  P rocessing  C om pany  of M uscatine, 
he also saw  to it th a t m o st of th e  co m p an y 's  p r in tin g  o rders
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w e n t to  the  C o lem an  sh o p  on  M ulberry  A venue. M em bers of 
th ree  g enera tions  of the  S tein fam ily w ere  friends of C olem an 
a n d  adm irers  of h is w ork . This re la tionsh ip  reached  its culm i­
n a tio n  in  1961, w h e n  the  Prairie P ress p u b lish ed  The Stein 
Family of Muscatine. S.G . S tein  III recoun ts  in  a fo rew ord  the 
reaso n s for decid ing  to  u n d e rta k e  a fam ily h isto ry , th en  adds 
th a t " a fu rth e r  fo rtu n a te  c ircum stance, a n o th e r old friend  from  
M uscatine, C arroll C o lem an , co n sen ted  to  p rin t th is vo lum e."
C arroll C o lem an 's  rep u ta tio n  a n d  th a t of the  Prairie Press 
sp read  w ell b ey o n d  M uscatine in  those  early  years. H e had  
becom e acquain ted  w ith  several m em bers of the  U niversity  of 
Iow a faculty . F rank  L u th er M ott, h isto rian  an d  au th o r of sho rt 
stories, becam e a particu la r friend  of C arroll C olem an an d  w as 
a long-tim e ad m irer of th e  Prairie P ress. M ott, w h o  w as head  of 
th e  U n iversity 's  jou rna lism  school, tried  in  the  late 1930s to 
in te res t ad m in is tra to rs  in  estab lish ing  a un iversity  p ress, w ith  
C olem an as its d irector. W hen  th a t effort failed, M ott u rged  an 
u n id en tif ied  Iow a n e w sp a p e r p u b lish e r to  con tribu te  $50,000 to 
b ring  the  P rairie P ress to th e  U niversity  a n d  to  subsid ize  its 
co n tin u in g  o pera tion , th u s  en h an c in g  the  U n iversity 's  g row ing  
rep u ta tio n  as a cen te r for the  arts. But, M ott w ro te  to  C olem an, 
the  p u b lish e r " d id n 't  see th in g s m y w a y ."
O th ers  o n  the  Iow a C ity cam pus becam e close friends: G ran t 
W ood, w h o  h a d  jo ined  th e  a rts  faculty; W ilbur Schram m  and  
Paul Engle, b rig h t y o u n g  m en  in  the  English  departm en t; 
E dw in  Ford  P iper, p o e t a n d  teacher of English. Jam es H earst, 
w h o  lived  in  C edar Falls, rep o rted  th a t on  a visit to  Iow a City 
he  h a d  conferred  w ith  several faculty  m em bers abou t the 
possib ility  of a rran g in g  for Carroll C olem an a n d  the  Prairie 
P ress to  m ove to  Iow a City.
O th ers  o u tside  of academ ic circles becam e Prairie Press 
en th u s iasts . T hom as H en ry  Foster, p res id en t of the  M orrell 
Packing C om pany  opera tions  a t O ttu m w a, w as one  of these. A 
dabb ler in  fine p rin tin g  h im self a n d  a b ibliophile  w h o  h ad  built 
one  of the  M id w est's  finest libraries, Foster began  to collect
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Prairie P ress books as soon  as th ey  w ere  p u b lish ed . C olem an 
particu larly  v a lued  F oster 's  op in ion , since he  w as a p rac titioner 
of p rin ting .
A n o th er Prairie P ress en th u s ia s t w as L aw rence O akley 
C heever, w h o  su p erv ised  F oster 's  lib rary  a n d  w as  ed ito r of th e  
M orrell C o m p an y 's  em ployee m agazine . C heever, w h o  b e ­
cam e a close friend  of C o lem an 's , d id  m u ch  to  p ro m o te  F oster 's  
in te rest in  the  Prairie P ress. H e later m oved  to  Iow a C ity a n d  
w as em ployed  by  the  S tate H istorical Society of Iow a.
This g row th  in  rep u ta tio n  w as n o t confined  to  Iow a. The 
frequency  of Prairie P ress books am ong  the  best-o f-the-year 
aw ards by  the  A m erican  In stitu te  of G raph ic  A rts a n d  various 
regional g ro u p s a ttrac ted  w ide  a tten tion . D esigners an d  ed ito rs 
becam e acquain ted  w ith  C o lem an 's  w ork . The re p u ta tio n  of 
the  Prairie P ress am ong  w rite rs  w as a tte s ted  by  th e  g row ing  
n um bers  of m anuscrip ts  th a t w ere  b e ing  sen t to  M uscatine for 
consideration .
The nam es of m an y  w h o  w e re  — or soon  w o u ld  b e  — am ong  
the  lead ing  y o u n g  A m erican  w rite rs  w ere  in c luded  in  the  
Prairie P ress lists d u rin g  these  first ten  years. A u g u st D erle th , 
W allace S tegner, a n d  Jam es H ea rs t are  rep re sen ta tiv e  of th is 
g roup.
S tegner, a native of Lake M ills, Iow a, w as to  go on  to  a 
d is tingu ished  w riting  career th a t in c lu d ed  a P u litzer Prize 
novel. H e w as p u b lish ed  on ly  once by  C arroll C olem an. The 
Potter's House, a seventy-five page  novella , ap p e are d  in  1938. 
The re la tionsh ips w ith  b o th  H ea rs t a n d  D erle th  ex ten d ed  over 
m any  years an d  the  tw o  p ro v id ed  m an y  of th e  m an u sc rip ts  th a t 
p rov ided  g rea test satisfaction  to  th e ir  pub lisher.
D erle th  w as a m em ber of a p ro m in e n t fam ily in  Sauk City, 
W isconsin, w h ere  h e  lived m o st of h is life in  a big h o u se  full of 
arch itectural qu irks a n d  a sso rted  odd ities  collected by  its ec­
centric ow ner. G ennie  C olem an  recalls th a t v isits to  the  D erle th  
house  w ere  special occasions for the  C olem ans a n d  o th ers  w h o  
w ere inv ited  to  Sauk City.
The Prairie P ress p u b lish ed  e igh t of D erle th 's  w orks b e tw een  
1939 an d  1969. The first of th e  D erle th  titles, Atmosphere of
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Houses, w as tak en  from  the  p rev iously  p u b lish ed  Evening in 
Spring, described  in  a p u b lish e r 's  n o te  as " a sp iritual b iogra­
p h y , p o rtio n s  of w h ich  have ap p e are d  in  Story, American 
Prefaces, a n d  m an y  o th e rs ."
The Prairie P ress p u b lish ed  fou r vo lum es of Jim H earst's  
p o e try  b e tw e en  1937 a n d  1967. R uth  Suckow  w ro te  in  a 
fo rew ord  to Country M en, th e  first of these: " It is appropria te  
th a t Jam es H e a rs t 's  poem s, k n o w n  for years to m agazine 
readers  b u t n o w  collected for the  first tim e, shou ld  be p u b ­
lished  by  The Prairie P re ss ."  The H aw ard en  au th o r continued:
Not that these are poems of local color; that would be 
putting them within limits which they do not deserve. It 
would not be fair, either, to stick on them that old tag, grown 
meaningless with overuse, of "poems of the soil." They are 
rather, in content and expression, an outgrowth of prairie 
country, not merely descriptive, rural in the lesser sense of 
the term, but having their center in a prairie farm and sharing 
in its loneliness and its broad horizons.
C arroll C o lem an  sh a red  R uth  Suckow 's adm ira tion  of and  
feeling for H e a rs t 's  p o e try  a n d  he  took special p leasu re  in 
p u b lish in g  th ese  p o em s of the  prairie . H e saw  a good  deal of 
H earst, w h o  tau g h t a t the  Iow a State Teachers College (now  the 
U niversity  of N o rth e rn  Iow a) a n d  w as re s id en t p oe t a t A spen  
In stitu te  in  C olorado  for several years.
The Prairie P ress p u b lish ed  a long  narra tive  poem  in 1938, in 
b lank  verse , en titled  The Friends. Its au th o r w as Jam es N orm an  
H all, an  Iow an  w h o  h a d  w r itte n  — w ith  C harles N o rd h o ff — a 
w ell-received novel, M utiny  on the Bounty, p u b lish ed  in  1932. 
H all sp e n t m an y  years in  the  S ou th  Pacific, m ain ta in ing  a hom e 
on  the  island  of Tahiti, b u t he  re tu rn e d  to Iow a occasionally 
a n d  v isited  h is h om e to w n , Colfax, located  m idw ay  betw een  
D es M oines a n d  N ew ton . H e got to  k now  C arroll C olem an on 
one  of these  v isits a n d  w as im p ressed  by  the  Prairie P ress and  
th e  books it p ub lished .
H all h a d  long  w a n te d  to  b ring  off a literary  hoax an d , early  in  
1940, he  go t in  touch  w ith  C olem an. W ould  the  Prairie Press, 
he  w a n te d  to know , collaborate in  such  an  undertak ing?  Yes, 
Carroll C o lem an  re sp o n d e d , as soon  as he  h ad  seen  H all's
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m anuscrip t. It w as to  becom e the  b es t k n o w n  of Prairie  P ress 
books, ou tse lling  all o thers . Its p u b lish e r w o u ld  express a s to n ­
ish m en t w h en , som e years  later, a copy of th e  first ed ition  sold 
for $100.
Oh Millersville! w as the  b o o k 's  title. F ern  G ravel, its p u r­
p o rted  au th o r, w as in tro d u ced  in  a p u b lish e r 's  note:
The poems in this book were written in the first decade of 
the present century by a little girl who lived in the Iowa town 
which she chose to call Millersville.... The verses here printed 
were written in her ninth, tenth and eleventh years. They are 
reproduced as composed, except for punctuation, actually 
omitted in the manuscript. Titles also have been supplied....
The verses seem worth publication for the pictures they 
present of a particular childhood, and of the Midwestern 
community in which it was spent.
Critics ag reed  w ho le-hearted ly . Fern  G ravel's  verses w ere  
lau d ed  an d  com pared  w ith  those  of h e r  con tem porary , E dgar 
Lee M asters, w h o se  gallery of sm all to w n  ro g u es an d  their 
foibles in  h is Spoon River Anthology h a d  w o n  acclaim . T here is a 
clear re la tionsh ip  b e tw een  the  tw o  a n d  it is to H all's  c red it th a t 
he  w as able to achieve th is  sim ilarity  th ree  decades later 
w ith o u t pe rm ittin g  the  e lem en t of p a ro d y  to  get o u t of h an d .
A N ew  York Times critic ha iled  F ern  G ravel as " the  lost 
S appho  of the  M id w est."  Time m agazine  a n d  the  W ash ing ton  
Post p ra ised  Oh Millersville! in  g low ing  term s. Pau l Engle, even  
th en  recognized  as som eth in g  of an  Iow a p o e t lau reate , w ro te  
in  the  Des M oines Sunday Register: " T here  is so w arm  a feeling 
of valid ity  abou t th ese  verses a n d  so accurate  a sense  of 
ind iv idual character th a t th e ir im p o rt is far s tro n g e r th a n  a 
sim ple am u sem en t a t ch ild ish  sim plic ity ."
The public  w as even  m ore en thusiastic  th a n  the  critics h a d  
been. The first p rin tin g  of Fern  G ravel's  verses so ld  o u t in  a 
m on th . The d e m a n d  w as so g rea t th a t C o lem an  a rran g ed  for a 
second ed ition  to be p rin te d  o u tside  h is o w n  shop . This 
avo ided  th e  delay  of se tting  by  h a n d , b u t it w as n o t u p  to 
Prairie P ress s tan d a rd s  a n d  C olem an  apo log ized  for it m any  
tim es. E ven so, Oh Millersville! c o n tin u ed  to  en joy  g rea t suc­
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cess, m ark ing  the  critical an d  financial h ig h  p o in t of th e  first 
half dozen  years of th e  P rairie P ress.
M eantim e, in  far off Tahiti, Jam es N o rm an  H all w as also 
en joying  th e  u n q u e s tio n e d  success of h is brillian t hoax. H e h a d  
originally a p p ro ach ed  C olem an  ab o u t p u b lish in g  th ese  verses 
because he h a d  w a n te d  to  see h o w  critics w o u ld  re sp o n d  to 
them . W hen  h e  h a d  v isited  th e  P rairie P ress in  M uscatine w hile  
Carroll C olem an w as h an d -se ttin g  th e  type  for Oh Millersville!, 
the  tw o  h a d  d iscussed  the  h u m o ro u s  possib ilities of the ir 
collaboration. N ow  b o th  au th o r an d  p u b lish e r w ere  deligh ted  
by  the  success of their hoax. N o t a single critic exp ressed  d o u b t 
of the  au then tic ity  of F ern  G ravel a n d  h e r  verses.
Q uestions w ere  asked  th a t p re se n ted  p rob lem s. A  req u es t to 
reveal Fern  G ravel's  real nam e  a n d  to  iden tify  M illersville cam e 
from  the  book  ed ito r of the  D es M oines Sunday Register, 
E lizabeth C larkson  Z w art (w hose p rinc ipal qualification for h e r 
position , C olem an  once declared , w as th a t " sh e  o w n ed  the  
b iggest d iam ond  in  D es M oines.") H e rep lied  th a t Fern  G ravel 
h ad  "co n sen ted  to  pub lica tion  of th is  book  on ly  o n  cond ition  
th a t h e r iden tity  rem ain  secret. Since she still lives a n d  since so 
m any  of the  peop le  ab o u t w h o m  she h as  w ritten  in  such  a frank  
m atte r still live, it w o u ld  be m o st em barrass ing  to  all if she  w ere  
k n o w n ."
W hen , how ever, Newsweek m agazine  a sked  for a p ic tu re  of 
Fern, C olem an felt obliged to  p rov ide  one. D igging th ro u g h  
fam ily p icture  a lbum s, he  cam e u p o n  a p ic tu re  of tw o  of h is girl 
cousins, taken  ab o u t 1900. H e cu t th em  a p a rt a n d  se n t off the  
one of Fern M a rsh  — a serious looking, freckle-faced little girl, 
h e r ha ir in  p igtails. Jam es N o rm an  H all w as d e lig h ted  w h e n  he 
saw  the  p ictu re  a few  w eeks later. The little girl w as ju s t right. 
She w as Fern  G ravel exactly as she  h a d  a p p e a re d  in  h is d ream s 
of her.
Fern G ravel a n d  Oh Millersville! en joyed  a rem arkab le  vogue 
for six m ore years. C opies becam e scarce a n d  C arroll C olem an 
w rote  to  a friend  of h is am azem en t th a t th ey  w ere  selling  for 
twice the  list price. The book  h a d  becom e alm ost a cu lt item .
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This eu p h o ria  c o n tin u ed  u n til H all dec ided  th a t Oh Millers­
ville! h a d  m ade  its po in t. H e revealed  th e  tru th  in  the  Atlantic 
M onthly  of S ep tem ber, 1946. "F ern  Gravel: A H oax an d  a 
C on fession" m ade  a clean  b reast of the  H all-C olem an collabo­
ra tion  to  deceive. It also p ro v id ed  an  elaborate a n d  fanciful 
account of h o w  Fern  G ravel cam e to  life (in H all's  d ream s about 
h is ch ildhood  in  Colfax) a n d  even tua lly  d icta ted  the  poem s, 
w h ich  H all w ro te  d o w n  a n d  sen t off to  the  Prairie Press, 
in sis ting  th a t Fern  h a d  ind ica ted  h e r p reference  for an  Iowa 
pub lisher. A fter the  success of th is  first collection of h e r  w orks 
F ern  h a d , accord ing  to  H all, w a n te d  to  p rov ide  m ore of them  
for a second  vo lum e. H e h a d  res is ted  h e r  b land ishm en ts.
Oh Millersville! su rv ived  H all's  confession  w ith  little harm  to 
the  app rec ia tion  of an y  b u t the  hum orless . So real w as Fern in 
the  lives of som e, how ever, th a t h e r creato r received letters 
b e ra tin g  h im . "Y ou have  m u rd e re d  m y best frien d ,"  one 
w o m an  w ro te . The verses can be read  to d a y  — w ith  know ledge 
of th e ir tongue-in -cheek  o rig in s  — w ith  full app recia tion  of their 
valid ity  as com m en tary  on  th e  tim e a n d  place w h ich  w ere  their 
subjects. T here  is on ly  one  w ay  to  u n d e rs ta n d  the  appeal of 
th ese  verses. T hat is to  read  them .
The financial success of Oh Millersville! an d  its acclaim  by 
critics gave a su b stan tia l boost to  C arroll C o lem an 's  career as a 
book  p ub lisher. W riters liked the  k ind  of bookm aking  C olem an 
w as do ing , com bin ing  sim plicity  w ith  subtle  artistry . They 
liked, too , h is em p h asis  on  the  literary  quality  of the  m an u ­
scrip ts h e  accepted . So the  flow  of m an u scrip ts  to  M uscatine 
from  all over th e  co u n try  increased  dram atically . This, ho w ­
ever, w as a p rob lem  he  cou ld  w elcom e at th is stage.
H is skills as d esigner a n d  ty p o g ra p h e r w ere  also a ttracting  
a tten tio n  of o th e r book  pub lishers . N otable  am ong  these  w as 
Jam es L aughlin , w h o se  N ew  D irections P ress in  N orfolk, 
C onnecticu t, w as becom ing  a force in  th e  pub lication  of w orks 
by  y o u n g  w riters. L aughlin , a m em ber of th e  steelm aking  
fam ily of the  Jones & L aughlin  firm , w as an  early  adm irer of 
Prairie P ress books. H e com m issioned  C olem an to  design  and  
p rin t several books for N ew  D irections. T hese w ere  m ostly
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poetry , for w h ich  h e  p ro v id ed  a v irtua lly  u n lim ited  b u d g e t an d  
g ran ted  m uch  freedom  in  m atte rs  of ty p o g ra p h y  a n d  design .
O th er com m issions w ere  offered w ith  increasing  frequency . 
A lfred K nopf becam e an  ad m irer of C arroll C o lem an 's  w ork , 
th o u g h  a ttem p ts  to  nego tia te  a com m ission  k e p t ru n n in g  in to  
various k inds of obstacles. Several u n iv ers ity  p re s se s  — notab ly  
those of the  U niversity  of Illinois a n d  the  U niversity  of 
C hicago  — m ade  a varie ty  of offers. A lready  th ere  w as talk  
abou t b ring ing  C olem an to  a college cam pus. G eorge D om ke, 
w ho  tau g h t p rin tin g  a t the  C hicago A rt In stitu te , suggested  
th a t the  U niversity  of Iow a sh o u ld  estab lish  a p ress  w ith  
C olem an as its d irector. In  a le tte r to  E m erson  W ulling  at 
LaC rosse, W isconsin, C olem an  ind ica ted  his in ten tio n  to  ex­
p lore the  possib ility  w ith  friends a t Iow a City.
Stabilization cam e to C arroll C o lem an 's  p e rso n a l life a t th is 
tim e. H e m arried  G enevieve A itken , a na tive  of M uscatine, on  
A ugust 28, 1940, a t D avenport. G enn ie  h a d  w o rk ed  as an  
assis tan t in  a d e n tis t 's  office for several years  after g rad u a tin g  
from  h igh  school. She does n o t rem em b er ju s t w h e n  or ho w  
she m et the  y o u n g  m an  w h o  w as to  be h e r  h u sb a n d  for alm ost 
fifty years. " In  M uscatine a t th a t tim e ,"  she  says, "y o u  d id n 't  
m eet people; you  ju st go t to  k now  th em  over a p e rio d  of tim e 
being  w ith  th em  in  d ifferen t g ro u p s, in  d ifferen t circum ­
stances ."  T hey beg an  their m arried  life in  several room s set 
aside for th em  in  E rnest an d  A rm inda  C o lem an 's  b ig  brick 
h ouse  a t 110 W est E leven th  S treet in  M uscatine. It w as the ir 
hom e u n til th ey  m oved  to  Iow a C ity in  1945.
There w ere  u n se ttlin g  factors in  th e  early  1940s to o  — notab ly  
U.S. invo lvem en t in  W orld  W ar II. In  D ecem ber, 1942, Carroll 
C olem an w ro te  to  E m erson  W ulling: "T his (The Dinner Party) 
m ay be the  last book  of th is  p ress , for th e  d u ra tio n , a t least. I 
am  find ing  it very  difficult to  sell copies of th is  book  (poetry  is 
very difficult to sell copies of an y  tim e), a n d  the  b u sin ess  
com plications you  feared  are show ing  them selves in  increasing  
num bers. T hen , too, there  is the  ever p rese n t, b u t ye t u n ­
k now n , know ledge th a t U ncle Sam  m ay  w a n t m e ."
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H is pe rs is ting  h ea rt a ilm en t m ade  it un likely  th a t he  w ould  
be called to  the  a rm ed  services. The shortage  of m aterials tha t 
b ese t m an y  p rin tin g  opera tions  d id  n o t p rev en t h im  from  
p u b lish in g  a few  books each  year, n o r  from  con tinu ing  to 
su p p le m e n t h is incom e from  com m ercial p rin ting . H is re la tion­
sh ip s  w ith  w rite rs  a n d  pub lish e rs  co n tin u ed  to  w iden . Several 
s to p p e d  in  M uscatine to  see the  Prairie P ress a t first h a n d  and  
to  becom e b e tte r  acquain ted  w ith  the  qu ie t m an  w hose  w ork 
h a d  w o n  their respec t a n d  adm iration .
Talk c o n tin u ed  m ean tim e  am o n g  C arroll C o lem an 's  friends 
abou t th e  n e e d  to  p rov ide  h im  w ith  a stable source of incom e 
th a t w o u ld  assu re  h im  tim e to devo te  to  the  Prairie Press. His 
Iow a C ity friends a n d  a d m ire rs  — M ott, Schram m , W ood, Engle 
a n d  o th ers  — so u g h t w ays of b ring ing  h im  to the  U niversity . 
The b eg inn ings of the  Iow a W riters ' W orkshop  en h an ced  a 
situa tion  th a t seem ed  ideal for an  exem plar of the  bookm aking  
art.
The first such  offer em erged , how ever, from  the  cam pus of 
G rinnell College, one of the  co u n try 's  fine sm all liberal arts 
schools. T hom as D uncan , p o e t a n d  novelist w hose  w orks had  
b een  p u b lish ed  by  th e  P rairie P ress, h ad  m oved  from  being  
book  page  ed ito r of the  D es M oines Sunday Register to  a position  
as public  re la tions d irec to r a n d  teacher of w riting  at G rinnell. 
H e soon  beg an  to  u rge  Sam uel S tevens, p res id en t of the 
college, to  create a position  w h ich  C arroll C olem an could  be 
b ro u g h t to  th e  cam pus to  fill.
S tevens inv ited  C olem an  to  G rinnell to  d iscuss possibilities 
in  the  fall of 1944. H e p ro p o se d  th a t the  Prairie P ress be m oved 
to G rinnell, its p u rp o se s  ex p an d ed  to  include  publication  of 
som e trad e  books, w ith  C olem an  to  assum e responsib ility  for 
th e  co llege's p rin tin g . Such an  a rran g em en t w ou ld  p resum ably  
p rov ide  a subsidy  for con tinu ing  o pera tions of the  Prairie Press 
w hile  the  college w o u ld  receive som e profits from  the  sale of 
p o p u la r  titles, as w ell as a quality  p rin tin g  service. C olem an 
asked  for tim e to  th in k  ab o u t the  p roposal. H e d id  no t 
particu larly  like the  idea  of expan d in g  the  scope of the  Prairie 
P ress in  the  w ay  P resid en t S tevens h a d  p ro p o sed . H e d id  no t
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w an t to  find  h im self in  a situa tion  th a t m ig h t requ ire  a ltera tions 
in  the  aim s a n d  p u rp o se s  h e  h a d  estab lished  for the  Prairie 
Press ten  years  earlier w h e n  it began .
O n  his w ay  back to  M uscatine, C olem an  s to p p e d  off for a 
visit in  Iow a C ity w ith  W ilbur Schram m , th e n  h e a d  of the  
U niversity  of Iow a School of Journalism . H e to ld  Schram m  
abou t P resid en t S tevens ' offer a n d  a sked  h is advice. Schram m  
asked  C olem an to delay  h is decision  u n til th e  possib ility  of a 
coun teroffer could  be exp lored  w ith  U niversity  adm in istra to rs .
W ith in  a few  w eeks, W ilbur S chram m  h a d  fo rm u la ted  an  
offer a n d  p re se n ted  it. Carroll C o lem an  w o u ld  jo in  the  faculty  
of the  School of Journalism  as a full-tim e m em ber. H alf h is tim e 
w ou ld  be dev o ted  to  th e  P rairie P ress. H is rem ain in g  tim e 
w ou ld  be sp e n t ad m in is te rin g  a n ew  typo g rap h ic  labora to ry  
an d  design ing  U niversity  pub lications. Five th o u sa n d  dollars 
w ou ld  be n e e d ed  to set u p  th e  laborato ry . A t Schram m 's 
inv itation , C olem an su g g ested  T. H en ry  Foster, th e  O ttu m w a 
packing h ouse  executive, as the  likely donor. F oster agreed , 
specifying th a t h is gift m u s t be an o n y m o u s. Five th o u sa n d  
dollars w as a gen ero u s gift in  term s of th e  tim es a n d  w as 
adequate  to  equ ip  the  labora to ry  well.
P lann ing  a n d  eq u ip p in g  th e  labora to ry  w ere  left en tire ly  in  
C o lem an 's h a n d s  a n d  he  looked  fo rw ard  to  th e  assignm en t. 
There w ere  few  such  facilities in  the  U n ited  States, so th is 
w ou ld  be a p io n eerin g  experience. It h a d  a s tro n g  ap p ea l to  a 
m an  w hose  m aste ry  of ty p o g rap h y  h a d  b een  d em o n stra ted , 
b u t w h o  h a d  been  able to  b u y  only  lim ited  a m o u n ts  of type  for 
h is ow n  p rin tin g  o pera tions. H o w  w ell he  succeeded  is a tte s ted  
by the  en th u s ia sm  of P rofessor Kay A m ert w h o  carries on  th e  
typog raphy  a ssig n m en t a t the  U niversity  of Iow a a lm ost fifty 
years after the  labora to ry  w as estab lished . "H e  m ade  all the  
righ t choices," she says, "w ith  the  resu lt th a t little h as  h a d  to 
be done  to  m ain ta in  its excellence a n d  adequacy  to  o u r  n eed s  
fifty years la te r."
H arry  D uncan , C o lem an 's  im m edia te  successor as h e a d  of 
the  typograph ic  labora to ry  a n d  recen tly  re tired  as h e a d  of the  
N ebraska Book A rts C en ter in  O m aha , h as  w ritte n  th a t "n o t
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only  w as  h is choice of typefaces clearly in te n d e d  for fine book 
w ork , b u t a lib rary  of fine p rin tin g , includ ing  a few  incunabula, 
d irec ted  a tte n tio n  to  th e  g rea t tra d itio n s  — th ere  w as even  an  
iron  h a n d  p ress  o n  th e  p ress  room  floor."
The concep t of th e  typog raph ic  laborato ry  w as illustrative of 
W ilbur S chram m 's innovative  ap p ro ach  to the  position  he 
estab lished  for C arroll C olem an a t Iow a. Schram m 's in terest 
w as in  th e  artistry  of ty p o g rap h y , th e  creativ ity  of bookm aking. 
H e saw  the  n ew  faculty  position  as a m eans of fu rth e r enhanc­
ing  the  U n iversity 's  rep u ta tio n  as an  exem plar of the  arts, 
w h ich  h a d  b e g u n  som e th irty  years  earlier u n d e r  the  p resi­
dency  of W alter A. Jessup . B ringing C arroll C olem an to the 
cam pus w o u ld  h e lp  to  effect a syn thesis  b ring ing  together the 
School of Journalism , the  W riters ' W orkshop , a n d  a d istin ­
g u ish ed  p rac titioner of th e  artistry  of ty p o g rap h y  an d  book­
m aking . It a u g u re d  w ell for C o lem an 's  early  no tions of a 
con fra te rn ity  of artists  in  the  h e a rt of the  M ississippi Valley 
region.
C arroll C o lem an  chose to  accept the  Iow a offer. H e h ad , of 
course , k n o w n  W ilbur Schram m  over a period  of several years 
a n d  w o rk ed  w ith  h im  in  p u b lish in g  p o e try  a n d  sh o rt s to ries  — 
S chram m 's ow n  a n d  som e from  s tu d e n ts  in  the  W riters' 
W orkshop . M ost im p o rtan t, he  saw  in the  Iow a proposal 
exactly th e  com bination  of o p p o rtu n itie s  he  h a d  h o p e d  to find. 
H e h a d  n o  academ ic deg rees, b u t an y  d o u b ts  he h ad  abou t his 
abilities as a teacher d id  n o t d a m p e n  h is en thusiasm . H e 
accep ted  S chram m 's offer an d  beg an  m ak ing  p lans  to  m ove to 
Iow a C ity the  fo llow ing sum m er.
C arroll a n d  G enn ie  C olem an  h a d  reg re ts  abou t leaving 
M uscatine. M any  m em bers of the  C olem an a n d  A itken  fam ilies 
still lived th ere , o r nearby , a n d  the  C olem an fam ily hom e w as 
im p o rtan t to  them . T hey loved  the  old to w n  a n d  the  river tha t 
w as a t th e  h e a rt of it. M uscatine w as an  easy , com fortable place 
to live. It h a d  b een  good  to  th em  a n d  th ey  d id  n o t leave it 
easily.
M ost im p o rtan t, it w as in  M uscatine th a t the  Prairie Press 
h a d  been  b eg u n  a n d  h a d  ach ieved  its rep u ta tio n  for excellence.
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C arroll C o lem an 's  friend , E m erson  G. W ulling, h as  su m m ed  
u p  the  accom plishm en ts of th e  M uscatine  years:
In the first ten years of operations, the one-man Press 
turned out 27 books, m ost of which were hand-set, all of 
which were typographically competent, three of which were 
included in the Fifty Books — for 1937, 1944 and 1946. Several 
titles went into second editions and many of the 27 are out of 
p rin t.... In addition to books, The Prairie Press turned out 37 
pamphlets and keepsakes from time to time and took job 
printing to keep solvent, certainly not to keep busy.
The M uscatine years  p ro v id ed  few  financial rew ards . A d ju s t­
m en ts  w ere  m ade  in  these  first te n  y e a rs  — the  g rad u a l m ove 
aw ay from  regionalism , for exam ple. Yet th ese  ten  years  w ere  
essentially  m ark ed  by  s tre n g th e n in g  of the  goals a n d  s tan d a rd s  
C olem an h a d  set for h im self a n d  th e  P rairie P ress w h e n  it 
began.
H e h a d  p u b lish ed  the  w orks of w rite rs  of p rom ise, p rov id ing  
an  aud ience  th a t gave th e ir w orks the  exposure  th ey  n eed ed .
H e co n tin u ed  to  reg ard  h im self as a facilitator, n o t a p e r­
form er, as com m unicato r, n o t as v irtuoso .
H e d id  p u b lish  books of h igh  literary  a n d  typo g rap h ic  quality  
a t prices th a t encou raged  read ers  to  b u y  them .
These w ere  the  goals w ith  w h ich  the  P rairie P ress h a d  beg u n . 
In  those  first ten  years  a t M uscatine, C arroll C o lem an  h a d  
su sta in ed  a n d  ex ten d ed  th is sim ple credo.
THE MOVE TO IOWA CITY
Iow a 's  earliest se ttlers chose w ell w h e n  th ey  dec ided  o n  a site 
for their first sta te  capital city. Iow a C ity is located  in  a w o o d ed , 
hilly area  a t a b e n d  in  the  Iow a River. The h a n d so m e  capito l 
bu ild ing  w as sited  on  a hill, looking  w e s t to  th e  river a n d  th e  
bluffs beyond .
The capital w as m oved  to  D es M o in es  — a m ore  cen tral 
loca tion  — as Iow a sp read  w est to  the  M issouri River. The 
bu ild ing  th a t h a d  h o u se d  the  s ta te 's  g o v e rn m en t offices re ­
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m ained , how ever, to  becom e O ld  C apitol, th e  cen tral bu ild ing  
on  th e  cam pus of th e  U niversity  of Iow a, w h ich  h a d  been  
located  a t Iow a C ity as a conso la tion  p rize  w h e n  the  capital w as 
relocated . (Som e c o n ten d  th a t Iow a C ity go t the  b e tte r  of the 
bargain .) It becam e, in  any  even t, an  a ttractive un iversity  tow n , 
b isec ted  by  th e  river, a lm ost en tirely  atypical of th e  stereo type  
of the  flat, tree less to w n s of th e  A m erican  M idw est.
Iow a C ity rem a in ed  a sm all to w n  — th e  seat of Johnson  
C oun ty , w ith  a p o p u la tio n  of ab o u t 20,000 — w h e n  C arroll and  
G enn ie  C olem an  m oved  th ere  in  1945. It d id  have  a character of 
its ow n , d iffe ren tia ting  it from  o th e r sm all to w n s a ttached  to 
large un iversities . T here  w ere  sizable C zech an d  Irish com m u­
n ities w h o se  political lean ings m ade  Jo h n so n  C o u n ty  one  of the 
few  D em ocratic islands in  w h a t w as for m an y  years a sea of 
R epublicanism . A lready , how ever, th e  U niversity  of Iow a 
d o m in a ted  th e  tow n . E nro llm en t rem a in ed  below  the  10,000 
level in  1945, b u t it w o u ld  soon  beg in  to  rise sharp ly , as 
th o u sa n d s  b eg an  to  p o u r  on to  th e  cam pus to  take advan tage  of 
th e  G .I. Bill of R ights.
H o u sin g  w as scarce in  Iow a City, how ever, even  in  1945. 
C arroll a n d  G enn ie  C olem an , accustom ed  to  the  spaciousness 
of h is p a re n ts ' h om e in  M uscatine, h a d  troub le  find ing  a place 
to  live w h ich  th ey  cou ld  afford. E ven tually  th ey  d id  find  a small 
a p a rtm e n t a t the  co rner of B urling ton  a n d  Johnson  S tree ts  — a 
few  blocks from  the  c a m p u s  — w h ere  th ey  lived for tw o  years.
The d e a th  of E rnest C olem an , C arro ll's  fa ther, in  th e  sum m er 
of 1945 fu rth e r  com plicated  the  m ove. F requen t trip s back and  
fo rth  b e tw een  Iow a C ity a n d  M uscatine w ere  requ ired  to deal 
w ith  p rob lem s in  se ttling  h is esta te . T here w as also the 
difficulty of f ind ing  a location for th e  Prairie Press. Jam es 
L aughlin  w ro te  in  A u g u st, 1945, to  offer an  o p p o rtu n ity  to 
d esig n  a n d  p r in t a vo lum e of p o e try  for N ew  D irec tions — either 
T hom as M erton  or Jean  G arrigue. C olem an resp o n d e d  in  
O ctober th a t he  w o u ld  "like very  m uch  to  do  the  M erton  book 
b u t I am  n o w  in  Iow a C ity a n d  m y sh o p  is still in  M uscatine, so 
guess  I will have to  pass  it u p ."  M ost of th e  p rin tin g  equ ip m en t 
d id  rem ain  for a tim e at 216 M ulberry  A venue , b u t w h e n  the
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opera to r of an  electrical repa ir sh o p  w a n te d  to  re n t the  space, 
the  Prairie P ress h a d  to  be m oved .
M achinery , type, p ap er, an d  o th e r su p p lies  w ere  m oved  first 
to  a bu ild ing  in  N o rth  L iberty, seven  m iles n o r th  of Iow a City. 
This w as decided ly  in co n v e n ien t — too  far aw ay  to  be readily  
available a t the  en d  of a d a y 's  w o rk  a t th e  U niversity . So 
an o th er location h a d  to  be found .
The first Iow a C ity h om e of the  Prairie P ress w as in  a 
bu ild ing  on  East College S treet th a t h a d  once been  a carriage 
house . It w as less th a n  ideal, w ith  serious p rob lem s of a d e ­
qua te  h ea tin g  an d  p ro p e r  h u m id ity  control. But C arroll C ole­
m an  d id  n o t m ind  w earing  galoshes to  keep  h is feet w arm  on  
the  coldest days an d  his land lo rd , N o rm an  Sage, w as help fu l 
a n d  congenial. (Sage becam e so in te res ted  in  fine p rin tin g  as a 
resu lt of w atch ing  C olem an a t w o rk  a n d  talk ing  w ith  h im  th a t 
he even tually  estab lished  his o w n  M aecenas P re ss  — one  of 
m any  in sp ired  by  the  Prairie P ress.)
C arroll a n d  G ennie  C olem an  b o u g h t the  h o u se  a t 111 Lusk 
A venue w h ich  becam e th e  h om e of th e  Prairie P ress for its 
rem ain ing  years in  1951 — six years  after th e ir  m ove to  Iow a 
City. A  m odest b u t com fortable bun g a lo w -ty p e  s tru c tu re , it is 
located  on  the  w est side of the  Iow a River on  a tree-lined  
cul-de-sac. N earby  is the  sp raw ling  com plex of hosp ita ls  a n d  
clinics of the  U niversity  of Iow a a n d  th e  U n ited  S tates V eterans ' 
A dm in istra tion .
C onsiderable  tim e a n d  m o n ey  w e n t in to  p rep a rin g  the  
b asem en t a t 111 L usk A venue  for the  p rin tin g  shop . Racks an d  
cases for the  types  a n d  p a p e rs  C olem an  h a d  acqu ired  m ade  the  
best possib le u se  of the  adm itted ly  lim ited  space. It w as w ell 
th a t these  p rep a ra tio n s  w ere  m ade. E ven w ith  them , the  
basem en t shop  becam e crow ded  w ith in  a few  years. C arroll 
C olem an could  n ev er resis t b u y in g  ty p es  a n d  p a p e rs  h e  a d ­
m ired  even  w h en , by  his o w n  adm ission , th ere  w as no  
im m ediate  p ro spec t of u s in g  them . C olem an  o ften  com plained  
of the  lack of room , w hile  conced ing  th a t h is o w n  inability  to 
acknow ledge the  space lim ita tions of the  h o u se  w as re sp o n si­
ble. W hen  a U niversity  book  club w a n te d  to  visit th e  sh o p  in
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1961, he  to ld  its sp o n so r, F rank  Paluka, th a t it w ou ld  be 
im possib le  for w a n t of space w h ere  club m em bers could  sit or 
s ta n d  to  observe w h a t w e n t on  a t th e  Prairie Press.
The first tw o  years  of C arroll C o lem an 's  association w ith  the  
U niversity  of Iow a w ere  a lm ost idyllic. H e h a d  d o u b ted  his 
abilities as a teacher b u t, as h is fo rm er s tu d e n ts  testify, his 
en th u s ia sm  for ty p o g rap h y  w as quickly tran sm itted  to them  
a n d  he  soon  en g ag ed  a n d  he ld  th e ir in te rest. The en th u siasm  
of a few  s tu d e n ts  m ade  teach ing  w o rth  the  effort, he  w ro te  to 
E m erson  W ulling, th o u g h  h e  d o u b ted  h e  w o u ld  w a n t to be 
confined  to th e  classroom . H e w as n o t so confined , how ever, 
a n d  p u ttin g  to g e th e r th e  n ew  typograph ic  labora to ry  p rov ided  
h im  g rea t satisfaction. This w as the  cen te r of the  n ew  w orld  
in to  w h ich  C olem an  h a d  m oved  a n d  it gave him  m uch  p leasure  
to  activate it.
M ost im p o rtan t, p e rh a p s , C arroll C o lem an  fo u n d  him self 
am ong  congen ial peop le  w h o  sh a red  som e of h is in sigh ts  into 
th e  a rtis try  of fine p rin ting . D uring  th ese  first tw o years, 
C o lem an  w o rk ed  in  an  a tm o sp h e re  th a t encou raged  him  to 
p u rsu e  th e  goals he  h a d  set in  the  p rev ious ten  years. W ilbur 
S chram m  a n d  J. Earl M cG rath , D ean  of the  College of Liberal 
A rts, u n d e rs to o d  th e  im portance  of all th e  arts  to education . 
T hey  c rea ted  an  a tm o sp h e re  in  w h ich  a rtists  like C olem an w ere 
stim u la ted  to  teach  a n d  practice th e ir skills to  the  benefit of the 
en tire  U niversity  com m unity . It w as a h ead y  a tm o sp h ere  for an  
a r tis t  — one  th a t w as a lm ost u n iq u e  to  th e  academ ic w orld  of its 
tim e.
The P rairie P ress w as so m ew h at less p roductive  d u rin g  those 
first tw o  years  in  Iow a C ity th a n  it h a d  b een  in  the  b es t of the 
M uscatine years. Yet th ere  n ev er w as any  d o u b t in  C olem an 's 
m in d  th a t b o th  S chram m  a n d  M cG rath  reg ard ed  the  Prairie 
P ress as a sign ificant p a rt  of h is con tribu tion  to  th e  U niversity  
of Iow a as a faculty  m em ber. H e an tic ipa ted  th e ir encourage­
m en t in  com bin ing  academ ic responsib ilities w ith  creative 
ac tiv ities — th e  one en h an c in g  th e  o th er in  a logical p a rtn e rsh ip .
U n fo rtu n a te ly  for all th ese  expectations, W ilbur Schram m  
left Iow a in  1947 to  becom e assis tan t to  the  P resid en t of the
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U niversity  of Illinois a n d  D ean  of the  College of Journalism  an d  
M ass C om m unications. Schram m  m ade  som e overtu res to 
C olem an  ab o u t becom ing  D irector of the  U niversity  of Illinois 
P ress. N o th in g  cam e of th is  possibility . Schram m  h a d  assu red  
Iow a 's  P resid en t Virgil H an ch e r th a t he  w o u ld  n o t a ttem p t to 
lu re  o th e r faculty  m em bers to  Illinois. Besides, C olem an w as 
n o t a t all su re  h e  w a n te d  to  m ake a n o th e r  m ove so soon, 
especially  since th is  w o u ld  p robab ly  have  m ean t abandon ing  
the  P rairie P ress a ltogether.
S chram m 's successor as D irector of the  Iow a School of 
Jou rnalism  w as Leslie G. M oeller, w h o  h a d  jo ined  the  faculty in 
1946 after w artim e service in  the  U.S. N avy. M oeller, an  Iowa 
Journalism  g rad u a te  of som e tw en ty  years earlier, h a d  a good 
re p u ta tio n  as ed ito r an d  p u b lish e r of Iow a w eekly  new sp ap ers  
a n d  h a d  b een  p re s id e n t of th e  Iow a P ress A ssociation. Bright 
a n d  articu late , Les M oeller w as a p o p u la r choice am ong  Iow a 
n e w sp a p e r p eop le  for the  D irector's  job.
M oeller's  ideas ab o u t th e  ph ilo so p h y  a n d  p u rp o ses  of the 
Iow a School of Jou rnalism  d iffered  from  Schram m 's. H e saw  
the  school as p rinc ipally  a tra in ing  g ro u n d  for s tu d en ts  w ho  
w o u ld  go to  w ork  o n  the  s ta te 's  m e d ia  — m ostly , a t the  tim e, 
w eek ly  a n d  daily  n ew sp ap e rs . So he  took  a quite  d ifferent 
a p p ro ach  to  several aspects of the  faculty  position  th a t had  
been  c rea ted  for C arroll C olem an. The resu lting  changes, 
w h ich  cam e ab o u t over a p e rio d  of years , com pletely  u n d id  
C o lem an 's  u n d e rs ta n d in g  w ith  Schram m  a n d  Earl M cG rath, 
w h o  also left Iow a a t ab o u t th is  tim e.
C hanges w ere  m ad e  a lm ost im m edia te ly  in  the  approach  to 
ty p o g rap h y  a n d  th e  p u rp o se  of th e  labora to ry  C arroll C olem an 
h a d  crea ted , w ith  its em p h asis  on  the  a rt of ty p o g rap h y  and  
fine p rin tin g . In stead  of p ro v id in g  an  apprec ia tion  of the  a rt of 
ty p o g ra p h y  for in te res ted  s tu d e n ts  th ro u g h o u t the  U niversity , 
th e  course  becam e a req u irem en t for all Journalism  m ajors. 
C o lem an 's  teach ing  load  w as considerab ly  increased  an d  fu r­
th e r  lim its w ere  p laced  o n  the  tim e available to  h im  for 
o p e ra tin g  the  Prairie Press.
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It soon  becam e a p p a re n t th a t M oeller b e g ru d g e d  C olem an 
the  tim e he  sp e n t on  activities n o t strictly  re la ted  to  th e  School 
of Journalism . In  1950, C o lem an 's  ap p o in tm e n t w as red u ced  
from  full tim e to  tw o -th ird s  tim e. H e w as also to  have  been  
rem oved  from  the  em ployee benefits  p ro g ram , b u t P resid en t 
H ancher in te rv en ed  to  p rev e n t th is  action. A  n o te  from  A llin 
W. D akin, A dm in istra tive  D ean , to  E lw yn T. Joliffe of the  
business office, d a ted  July 6, 1950, declares: " This w ill confirm  
o u r conversa tion  of th is  m o rn in g  th a t P resid en t H an ch e r has 
a p p ro v ed  co n tin u in g  M r. C arroll C o lem an  on  th e  re tirem en t 
an n u ity  p rog ram  a n d  as a pa rtic ip an t in  the  g ro u p  life an d  
disability p rogram . W e will, how ever, con tinue  to  sh o w  h im  as 
tw o-th irds tim e, in  v iew  of the  rep o rt from  P rofessor M oeller."
C arroll C o lem an 's  ow n  account of th ese  even ts  is p ro v id ed  in  
a le tte r he  w ro te  som e years later to  G o rd o n  S trayer, H ead  of 
U niversity  Relations:
When I came to the University in 1945, it was with the 
understanding — verbal, it is true  — with the departm ent head 
and the dean that I be perm itted to continue some of my work 
in publishing books, even though I was to be on a full-time 
basis. This was not at all unusual, as many faculty members 
had, and still have, the privilege of doing creative work of 
their own while holding a full-time appointment. (I read 
recently that one full-time professor at ISU earned more than 
$170,000 in eight years by his sideline of real estate appraisal, 
which might be questioned as a creative activity.)
After I had been at the University a few years, the depart­
ment head and the dean  — now different men from those who 
had hired m e — decided that I should not be perm itted to 
continue as a full-time member of the faculty... I had no 
inkling there was to be any change until the president's office 
notified me I had been reduced to part-time status. In 
subsequent conversations with the dean [Dewey B. Stuit, 
who had succeeded Earl McGrath] he explained his set of 
values by equating my publishing of books with another 
faculty member who might be running a grocery store. (I did 
not embarrass him by pointing out that a full-time faculty 
member was running a frozen custard stand.) Among my 
publications was an anthology of work from the SUI writers' 
workshop. This, as with all the other books I had published, 
was issued at my own expense and to give the writers
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encouragement and an audience.... It seems to me a sort of 
double-talk on the part of the University to point with pride 
to their sponsorship of such a creative activity as the work­
shop, and to censure, by means of reducing to part-time 
status ... a faculty member who insists on making his private 
contribution to the effort.
This p a tro n iz in g  a ttitu d e  to w ard  C arroll C olem an persis ted  
th ro u g h o u t h is years  in  Iow a City. W h en  a genera l reorgan i­
za tio n  of th e  pub lica tions area w as go ing  o n  in  1956, it w as 
p ro p o se d  th a t a D irector of Publications be n am ed  to  superv ise 
th ese  opera tions. The position  w as c rea ted  w ith  C olem an in 
m in d  a n d  he  even tua lly  ag reed  to  take it. A  sen io r U niversity 
vice p re s id en t, H arvey  D avis, ob jected  to  g iv ing  h im  th is title. 
" D irector of n o th in g  b u t p rin tin g "  w as the  scornful term  Davis 
ap p lied  in  com m en ting  on  th e  a p p o in tm e n t tw o  different 
tim es.
C arroll C o lem an  becam e D irector of P ublications a little m ore 
th a n  ten  years  after h e  h a d  jo ined  th e  Journalism  faculty. He 
d id  n o t w a n t th e  job, h a d  in  fact tu rn e d  it d o w n  tw ice, b u t he 
w as in  a fram e of m in d  by  1956 th a t m ade  it easier to  persuade 
h im  to m ake a change. H is re la tions w ith  Les M oeller and  
D ew ey  S tu it h a d  n o t im p ro v ed  m uch , th o u g h  he  h ad  been 
g iven  ten u re  a n d  m oved  u p  th e  academ ic lad d e r to  the  rank  of 
full p ro fessor. T here  w ere  m ore  a n d  m ore d em an d s  on  his time 
a n d  he  h a d  fallen fa rth er a n d  fa rth er b e h in d  in  the  operations 
of th e  P rairie P ress. M anuscrip ts  h e  w a n te d  to  pub lish  contin­
u e d  to  pile u p , th o u g h  h e  d rove h im self to  m ake tim e for book 
pub lish ing . W h en  h e  d id  agree to  becom e D irector of Publica­
tions (the  job title also in c luded  U niversity  E ditor an d  Super­
in te n d e n t of M ailing) C o lem an  observed  in  a cynical m ood  that 
a t least he  w o u ld  be h is o w n  boss.
The position  of D irector of P ublications h a d  b een  created  to 
deal w ith  th e  situa tion  resu ltin g  from  the  re tirem en t of Fred M. 
Pow nall, w h o  h a d  for m an y  years  com bined  responsib ilities for 
the  U n iversity 's  p r in tin g  op era tio n s  w ith  be ing  Publisher of 
S tu d e n t Publications, particu larly  th e  Daily Iowan, a n ew sp ap e r 
w ith  a n a tiona l rep u ta tio n  for excellence an d  a lo n gstand ing  
trad itio n  of ed itoria l freedom . Pow nall, a fo rm er city ed ito r of
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the  D es M oines Register, w as a s tro n g  d e fe n d e r of th a t freedom . 
P residen t H ancher, how ever, w a n te d  the  Iowan u n d e r  m uch  
tigh ter faculty  contro l a n d  w as d e te rm in ed  to  achieve it one 
w ay  or ano th er. So the  tw o  aspects of th e  job  w ere  to  be 
separa ted .
P residen t H a n ch e r 's  objections to  th e  o ften  acerbic com ­
m en ts  of the  Daily Iowan o n  ev e ry th in g  from  ad m in is tra tio n  
decisions to  m usical a n d  theatrical perfo rm ances w ere  d irec ted  
to those  invo lved  w ith  s tu d e n t pub lications. But th e  a rea  over 
w hich  C arroll C o lem an  n o w  assu m ed  con tro l w as a m inefield  
of ju risd ictional conflicts. M any of th e  pub lica tions p rev iously  
h ad  been  w ith in  the  ju risd ic tion  of th e  reg is tra r 's  office, w h o se  
p resen t occupan t w as T ed  M cC arrel — a m an  w ith  a consider­
able rep u ta tio n  as an  em pire  bu ilder, w h o  w as n o t ab o u t to 
yield any  of h is priv ileges w ith o u t a battle . T here  w ere  o th er 
fiefdom s of on ly  slightly  less im pressive  d im ensions. C olem an  
w as to  rep o rt d irectly  to  th e  b u s in ess  office, b u t he  believed  he  
h ad  the  ear of P resid en t H an ch er a n d  h is su p p o rt in  effecting 
changes to im prove the  quality  of publications.
O ne th in g  Carroll C o lem an  in sis ted  on  before  h e  ag reed  to 
accept the  new  position  w as th a t h e  be g ran ted  a six m o n th s  
leave. It w ou ld  be w ith o u t pay , b u t he  h o p e d  to  be able to  catch 
u p  on  the  accum ulation  of m an u scrip ts  a t the  P rairie P ress. It 
w as a gestu re  th a t d id  enable  h im  to p u b lish  a few  books, b u t 
he  w as frequen tly  called back to  th e  U n iv ers ity  — m ostly  to 
m ake decisions abou t the  n ew  d e p a rtm e n t he  w as soon  to  take 
over. It w as a n o th e r fru stra tin g  experience for th e  P rairie P ress.
C arroll C olem an stayed  on  as D irector of P ublications for the  
next five y e a rs  — an  experience th a t gave h im  little satisfaction. 
H e h a d  k n o w n  th ere  w o u ld  be fu rth e r  restric tions o n  the  
freedom  he  h a d  an tic ipa ted  for the  op era tio n s  of th e  Prairie 
Press w h en  he  m oved  from  Iow a C ity to  M uscatine. N ow  he 
w ou ld  have even  less tim e for h is o w n  p rin tin g  activities. But 
there  h a d  been  little tim e in  h is schedu le  for the  Prairie P ress 
for ten  years. W hy n o t, h e  reaso n ed , accept a full-tim e a p p o in t­
m en t in stead  of the  part-tim e s ta tu s  to  w h ich  h e  h a d  been  
reduced?
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E ven in  th is  reg ard  th ere  w as an  irony  of a special sort. W hen  
h e  h a d  ag reed  to  take th e  n e w  job, P resid en t H ancher had  
asked  h im  w h a t salary  h e  w o u ld  expect. N aively, pe rh ap s, 
C olem an  h a d  p ro p o se d  th a t he  s ta rt a t th e  salary  he  w as being  
p a id  for h is tw o -th ird s  s ta tus. T hen , he  suggested , if he  d id  a 
satisfactory  job, h is salary  sh o u ld  be increased . It n ever w as 
m oved  u p  even  p ro po rtiona lly  to  the  increases g iven  som e 
o th ers  w h o  w o rk ed  u n d e r  h im . Virgil H an ch er w ro te  several 
tim es to  com m end  C arroll C o lem an  for th e  im provem en ts  tha t 
w ere  m ad e  in  U n iversity  pub lications, b u t he  n ever quite  
m an ag ed  to  tran sla te  h is app rec ia tion  in to  co rrespond ing  fi­
nancial rew ards .
C olem an  h a d  believed  th a t he  m igh t ge t som e artistic satis­
faction from  ap p ly in g  th e  p rincip les of ty p o g rap h y  to  the  w hole 
range  of U niversity  pub lications. T hat w o u ld  give h im  a sense 
of satisfaction  w h ich , a long  w ith  w h a tev er could  be accom ­
p lish ed  by  th e  P rairie P ress, w o u ld  satisfy h is persona l needs.
T hat it n ev er qu ite  w o rk ed  o u t th a t w ay  can be a ttrib u ted  to 
several factors. For one  th in g , C olem an soon  d iscovered  th a t 
no  one  in  th e  u p p e r  levels of the  U niversity  a d m in is tra tio n — 
w ith  th e  possib le  exception  of Virgil H a n c h e r  — cared  in  the 
least ab o u t the  artistic  qualities of the  pub lications th a t rep re ­
sen ted  the ir U niversity  to  the  res t of the  w orld . A lso, as has 
b een  n o ted  earlier, som e ind iv iduals  h a d  com e to regard  certain  
aspects of pub lica tions as th e ir fiefdom s a n d  w ere  n o t abou t to 
give th em  u p  easily. A n d , of course , m ost un iversity  
a d m in is tra to rs  — n o t ju s t th o se  in  Iow a C ity  — w ere  m ore con­
cerned  ab o u t the  costs of pub lica tions th a n  abou t th e ir artistic 
qualities.
The h ig h es t h u rd le  in  C arroll C o lem an 's  p a th  to  w h a t he  h ad  
h o p e d  to  achieve w as, how ever, p robab ly  his fixation on  
perfection . H e sim ply  could  n o t accept th e  best th a t w as likely 
to  be ach ieved  w ith in  the  lim ita tions im posed  on  him . H e 
m an ag ed  to  find  o r im p o rt a few  associates w h o  sh ared  his 
concern  for perfec tion , b u t he  w as d riv en  to  d istraction  by 
m an y  of th o se  w ith  w h o m  he  h a d  to  w ork  every  day.
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Tw o years  after h is re tirem en t in  1961, C o lem an  set fo rth  h is 
reasons in  the  letter, q u o ted  earlier, w h ich  h e  w ro te  to  G ordon  
Strayer. It w as n o t, h e  in sisted , " p o o r e q u ip m en t o r a d ilap i­
da ted  b u ild in g ,"  as h a d  been  su g g ested  in  an  official rep o rt to 
G overnor H aro ld  H u g h es  on  the  reaso n s for loss of faculty  
m em bers. " It is tru e ,"  he  a d d e d , in  a typically  tongue-in -cheek  
m an n er, " th a t w h e n  I e n te red  the  job I w as the  only  p e rso n  in  
the  d e p a rtm en t w ith o u t a desk , b u t th is  the  U n iversity  p ro ­
v ided  in  d u e  tim e ."  W hy, th en , h a d  h e  b een  m oved  to  resign? 
H e sta ted  his reasons stra igh tfo rw ard ly :
The action on the part of the University that triggered my 
decision to leave was that of transferring my departm ent to 
the area of student services w ithout ever mentioning it to me 
that they had contemplated doing so, since we had no contact 
with students. But I would not have questioned their right to 
transfer it to the college of medicine if they felt it was 
necessary and desirable. So it was not the action but the 
method. I learned of it only by reading of it in the newspapers 
as an action of the state board of regents. I subsequently 
called the president's office, but was unable to confirm the 
action. I think you will agree that w hen the head of a 
department does not know what is to happen in his own 
department until he reads of it in the newspapers as an 
accomplished fact, when he cannot confirm the report by a 
call to the president's office, and is forced to accept the news 
version as his only notification, it is time to go. W hen the 
people who work in a departm ent realize that the director 
knows no more about what is being done than they, it places 
him in a very weak position.
The Prairie P ress h a d  n o t flou rished  in  th e  p e rio d  of a b it 
m ore th an  fifteen years  since it h a d  m oved  from  M uscatine to  
Iow a City, b u t n e ith e r h a d  it lan g u ish ed  en tirely . Especially 
notable w as the  n u m b er of titles C arroll C o lem an  h a d  p rin ted  
for o th e rs  — a practice h e  h a d  b eg u n  early  th a t b u rg eo n ed  as h is 
rep u ta tio n  for fine p rin tin g  c o n tin u ed  to  expand .
As early  as 1945, h e  p rin te d  Some Natural Things, a collection 
of the  poem s of Jam es L aughlin , w h ich  a p p e a re d  u n d e r  the  
im prin t of L augh lin 's  N ew  D irections P ress. L aughlin  h a d  
visited  C olem an w hile the  Prairie P ress w as still located  in
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M uscatine. L au g h lin 's  tall figure a ttrac ted  the  a tten tio n  of 
m an y  M uscatine res id e n ts  w h e n  th e  tw o  m en  h a d  w alked  its 
s tree ts  together.
H an d -se t in  C o lem an 's  favorite  ty p e , B ulm er R om an, on  
A nsbach  cloth p a p e r, th is collection of L augh lin 's  poe try  is a 
fine exam ple of th e  bookm ak ing  a r t—the  k ind  of w ork  on 
w h ich  th e  Prairie P ress w as bu ild in g  an  in te rnationa l rep u ta ­
tion. Some Natural Things w as ju s t the  first of a series of 
collaborations w ith  L augh lin  a n d  N ew  D irections. In  the  sam e 
year, C o lem an  p rin te d  a vo lum e of R ichard  H a rt's  poetry , titled 
A  Winter's Journey, for C on tem p o ra ry  P oetry  in  Baltimore.
Tw o vo lum es for th e  Sw allow  Press of A lan Sw allow  a p ­
p e a re d  in  1946. T hen , a y ear later, J.V. C u n n in g h a m 's  The Judge 
Is Fury w as p rin te d  for jo in t pub lica tion  by  the  Sw allow  Press 
a n d  W illiam  M orrow  an d  C om pany . C arroll C olem an w ould  
do  m ore  a n d  m ore  d esign ing  a n d  p rin tin g  books for o thers 
d u rin g  the  nex t q u a rte r  cen tu ry , includ ing  vo lum es for com ­
m ercial p u b lish e rs  a n d  academ ic p resses. M any of these  w ere 
am ong  his b e s t w ork . O ne  of these  w as Jean  G arrigue 's  The Ego 
and the Centaur, d o n e  in  1947 for Jam es L augh lin 's  N ew  
D irections. It w as am o n g  th e  A m erican  In stitu te  of G raphic 
A rts ' Fifty Best Books of the  Y ear — one  of m an y  C olem an books 
to  receive th a t recognition .
A  h a n d so m e  version  of Ecclesiastes w as p u b lish ed  in  1951, 
b reak ing  aw ay  from  C arroll C o lem an 's  genera l policy of es­
chew ing  rep rin ts  of classic w orks. It w as an  exception  for w hich  
lovers of beau tifu l books are con tinually  grateful. C olem an had  
alw ays w a n te d  to  try  h is h a n d  at Ecclesiastes, b u t he  n ever h ad  
b een  able to  find  a typeface th a t h e  th o u g h t suitable for it. T hen 
H am m er's  A m erican  U ncial ap p e are d  an d  he  recognized  it as 
the  typeface for w h ich  h e  h a d  b een  looking. The resu lt is 
genera lly  acknow ledged  to  be one of th e  m asterp ieces of the 
P rairie Press.
This p e rio d  also  p ro d u ce d  Galland's Iowa Emigrant, one of the 
m o st in te restin g  a n d  w idely  acclaim ed w orks from  the  Prairie 
P ress (it is a n o th e r  of the  A IG A 's Fifty Best Books). It w as 
no tab le  for o th e r re a so n s  — am o n g  th em  th a t the  p ress  ru n  of
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3,500 copies w as considerab ly  th e  largest for a Prairie P ress 
volum e. P rin ted  for the  S tate H istorical Society of Iow a, it w as 
w idely  d istrib u ted  to m em bers an d  o thers .
The book  rep re sen ts  a n o th e r  of th e  in te res tin g  k in d s of 
collaborations in  w h ich  C arroll C o lem an  becam e invo lved . O ne 
of his friends an d  adm irers  o n  the  Iow a cam pus w as W illiam  J. 
P e tersen  (w idely k n o w n  as "S team boat Bill") for m any  years a 
m em ber of the  H isto ry  faculty  a n d  h e a d  of th e  S tate H istorical 
Society of Iow a. It w as Bill P e te rsen  w h o  conceived  th e  idea of 
Galland's Iowa Emigrant, originally  p u b lish ed  in  1840 at M ari­
etta, O hio , by W m . C. Jones. C arroll C o lem an  w as an  e n th u ­
siastic collaborator in  the  v en tu re . "N o  a tte m p t h as  b een  m ade  
to rep roduce  the  orig inal book  in  e ith e r typog raph ic  sty le or 
p ag in a tio n ,"  C olem an s ta ted  in  th e  co lophon . The h an d so m e  
volum e, p rin ted  in  h a n d -se t B ulm er type  on  H am ilton  Victoria 
paper, does how ever evoke th e  sense  of n in e te e n th  cen tu ry  
publications.
The years (1956-1961) w h e n  C olem an  served  as D irector of 
Publications for the  U niversity  w ere  m ark ed  by  a fu rth e r 
decline in  the  pub lications of the  Prairie Press. Except for 1956, 
w h e n  he  w as able to  m ake som e u se  of th e  six m o n th s ' leave 
w ith o u t pay  before he  assu m ed  h is n ew  du ties , d u rin g  w h ich  
he p ub lished  six titles, he  w as lucky w h e n  he  could  find  tim e to 
p roduce  a couple of books a year. T here  w as only  one  in  1958, 
tw o in  1959, b u t n o n e  a t all in  1960, a n d  one  aga in  in  1961.
Som e of the  finest books C olem an  ever p u b lish ed  w ere  
included  am ong  the  p ro d u c ts  of these  years. N otab le  am ong  
them  is Johann Amerbach, a s tu d y  of the  fifteen th  cen tu ry  p rin te r 
by  D onald  Jackson, C o lem an 's  p ro teg e  a n d  friend , w h o  h a d  
becom e ed ito r of the  U niversity  of Illinois P ress. This h a n d ­
som e vo lum e, h a n d -se t in  A m erican  Uncial, b lack a n d  red , 
included  an  original leaf p u b lish ed  by  A m erbach  in  1487-88. It 
w as one of the  half-dozen  books p u b lish ed  by  th e  P rairie P ress 
in  1956.
The frustra tions C arroll C o lem an  experienced  in  th e  o p era ­
tions of The Prairie P ress d u rin g  the  years  in  Iow a C ity are 
revealed  in  co rrespondence  over a five-year p e rio d  re la ting  to
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a n o th e r  of h is 1956 title s  —  The Shadow on the Hour, a vo lum e of 
p o e try  b y  R u th  L echlitner. C olem an ad m ired  L ech litner's  w ork  
(she w as the  w ife of th e  Iow a novelist, Pau l Corey). " I am  
p lan n in g  the  pub lica tion  of a series of p o e try  p a m p h le ts ,"  he 
w ro te  to  h e r in  M arch , 1951. "S ince you  are  one of the 
con tem p o ra ry  A m erican  p o e ts  w h o se  w ork  I m ost adm ire , I am  
w riting  to  ask  w h e th e r  y o u  m ig h t have  a m an u scrip t of 15 to  20 
poem s you  w o u ld  care to  subm it for pub lica tion  in  a se ries."  H e 
ind ica ted  th a t John  H olm es a n d  M ark  V an D oren  h a d  a lready  
su b m itted  m anuscrip ts .
"T here  is n o  g rea t h u rry ,"  C olem an  resp o n d e d  w h e n  Lech­
litner w ro te  th a t she  w as in te rested . H e w o u ld  n o t "be  able to 
p u b lish  it before  som e tim e nex t year, as I have  som e books 
u n d e r  w ay  th a t a re  go ing  to  take a lot of tim e th is y e a r."  He 
rep o rted  fu rth e r  de lays a y ear later. H is eye p rob lem s w ere 
m ore serious. G laucom a th re a te n e d  an d  th ere  w ere  o rders  to 
" le t u p  on  th e ir  u se ."  H e m u st ea rn  a living, C olem an w rote, 
" a n d  since p u b lish in g  p o e try  is n o t a w ay  of d o ing  tha t, I have 
to  devo te  m o st of the  tim e th a t I can  use  m y eyes to o ther 
th in g s ."
L ech litner's  p o em s rem a in ed  u n p u b lish e d  a lm ost th ree  years 
later. C o lem an  w ro te  to  h e r  in  January , 1955, to  rep o rt tha t 
"a lm o st all th e  tim e I w o u ld  have  h a d  for pub lish ing  th is last 
su m m er a n d  fall" h a d  b een  d ev o ted  to  m ak ing  a rrangem en ts 
for h is m o th e r  to  rem ain  in  h e r ow n  h om e in  M uscatine after 
the  d e a th  of h is sister, w h o  h a d  lived w ith  A rm inda  C olem an. 
T hen , in  M ay, h e  rep o rted  th a t  "a  g rea t p ress  of w ork  in 
connection  w ith  m y  job at the  U niversity  has left m e no  tim e at 
all for m y  w o rk  recen tly ."  H e w o u ld  "fin ish  u p  the  details of 
y o u r book a n d  se n d  y o u  som e page p roo fs"  as soon  as he  could 
get a t it, he  p rom ised .
T hese page  p roofs finally w ere  m ailed  ju s t after C hristm as 
a n d  C olem an  h o p e d  th a t "w e  can go ah ead  w ith  the  publica­
tion  w ith o u t an y  fu rth e r  ex ten d ed  d e lay s ."  H e added : "Too 
m an y  th in g s have  gone u n d o n e  in  the  p a s t few  years tha t 
sh o u ld  h av e  b een  done . It is a w o n d e r I have  any  friends. 
P e rh ap s  I do  n o t."
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It w as a lm ost a n o th e r  y ear before  The Shadow on the Hour w as 
pub lished . The to rm en t C arroll C o lem an  e n d u re d  d u rin g  th a t 
last tim e is m ade clear in  these  excerp ts from  letters h e  w ro te  to 
R uth  Lechlitner from  January  to  N ovem ber, 1956:
I am hoping the book can be ready for publication in March 
or April... I do so appreciate your patience. Not all my authors 
are so kindly when the delays are long and unavoidable. I 
hope your patience can hold out a little longer. Since you 
returned the proofs to me I do not believe I have had half a 
dozen days for my own w ork....
Although I am on part-time pay, classes have been doubled 
over last semester and my work with the publications is 
heavier.... I hope it can be published the latter part of Sep­
tember, but should not fix a date, having fixed so many dates.
But you may be sure it will be out this fall. In spite of the fact 
that I am on leave without pay, I've had to spend three weeks 
on University affairs... If I only had those three weeks I 
believe I'd just about get done. As it is, I'm  not going to finish 
at least one book, which frustrates me.
M uch of w h a t d id  ap p ear from  th e  P rairie P ress d u rin g  the  
years 1956-1961 w as do n e  on  special o rder. T hese in c lu d ed  an  
arch itectural p lan  for H ofstra  College, a pub lica tion  for the  
C axton C lub of C hicago, a collection of co lum ns from  the  
D avenport Times for d is tribu tion  by  the  n e w sp a p e r a t C h rist­
m as. This w as n o t the  Prairie P ress of earlier years, b u t  C arroll 
C olem an w orked  h a rd  a t k eep in g  it alive. A n d  w h e n  the  
frustra tions in  re la tion  to  h is w o rk  a t th e  U n iversity  of Iow a 
finally led  h im  to re s ig n  — effective A u g u st 1, 1961— it w as to  
the  Prairie P ress th a t he  re tu rn ed .
A  B L O W  FO R  F R E E D O M
W hen  C arroll C olem an dec ided  to  exchange a ten u re d  full 
p ro fesso rsh ip  a t the  U n iversity  of Iow a for th e  freedom  th a t 
w ou ld  allow  h im  to  devo te  full tim e to  th e  Prairie  P ress, h e  said  
he h o p e d  to  live a n o th e r tw en ty  years  in  w h ich  he  could  
pub lish  a few  books of w h ich  he  m igh t be p ro u d , sp e n d  som e
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tim e traveling , a n d  ju s t en joy  life. H e spoke a n d  w ro te  often  of 
th e  exh ilarating  sense  of freedom  th a t h a d  resu lted  in  the 
m o n th s  im m edia te ly  fo llow ing the  A ugust, 1961 change of 
s ta tus. In  N ovem ber, h e  w ro te  to  M erald  W rolstad , h is form er 
s tu d en t:
The freedom is wonderful, as I knew it would be .... It took 
me a little time to get down to work (in fact I'm not too far 
down yet), but I figured after all the years I ought to play a 
while. We bought a new car in July and have put more than 
10,000 miles on it since that time. But the work is rolling in 
now and I'll have to hole up for the winter and get some of it 
done. I had thought I m ight send out some advertising to let 
people know I'm  available for designing a few books, but it is 
a good thing I did not, for I already have enough on hand to 
keep me at it for the next eight m onths or so. And I want time 
to publish some books of my own. That was the idea, so I'll 
have to shut them  off.
... I feel better than I have felt for years and the days are all 
far too short.
The 10,000 m iles th a t C arroll a n d  G ennie  C olem an p u t on 
th e ir n ew  O ldsm obile  w ere  m ostly  accum ulated  in  O ctober, 
1961, on  a trip  to  N ew  York City, to  N ew  E ngland , a n d  to 
p o in ts  in  th e  Sou th . A  few  days w ere  sp en t visiting  book 
p u b lish e rs  a n d  d esig n ers  in  N ew  York, th o u g h  the  C olem an 's 
s tayed  a sh o rte r  tim e th a n  th ey  h a d  in te n d e d  because he could 
s ta n d  b e ing  in  th e  city only  for brief periods.
A  visit w as also in c luded  to the  h om e of Joseph  Ishill, 
o p era to r of th e  O riole P ress, w h o m  C olem an  described  as " a 
R um an ian , a good  scholar p r in te r .. .  fam iliar w ith  fou r languag­
e s .. .  a n d  he  reads, w rites , p r in ts  a n d  pub lishes  a n d  enjoys 
every  m in u te  of it. H e h as  a fine th o u g h  expensive library, and  
is liv ing th e  b es t life a m an  can live on  th is p lane t, in  m y 
e s tim a tio n ."
H ere  C olem an  w as clearly describ ing  the  life he  h o p e d  to 
en joy  in  w h a tev er years  rem ained . A n d  surely  all signs po in ted  
th a t w ay  for the  Prairie P ress a n d  the  m an  w h o  no w  p ro p o sed  
to  devo te  all h is tim e to  it a n d  o th er aspects  of the  w orld  of 
books in  w h ich  he  w as h ap p iest.
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Indeed  the  nex t ten  years 
w ere to  be a k ind  of go lden  
era  for C arroll C o lem an  an d  
the  Prairie P ress. B eginning 
in  1962 (after he  h a d  got h im ­
self "back d o w n  to w o rk " )
C olem an tu rn e d  o u t a s teady  
flow of h an d so m e  ed itions of 
quality  m anuscrip ts . The era 
began  w ith  a b u rs t of e ight 
books p u b lish ed  in  1962, in ­
c luding  several of w hich  
C olem an could  be p a rticu ­
larly p roud .
O ne of these  w as The Nor­
folk Poems of H ay d en  C arru th , 
a vo lum e of the  w orks of the  
yo u n g  A m erican p o e t w h o  
h ad  been  ed ito r of Poetry 
m ag az in e—a p ro tege  of 
Jam es Laughlin  of N ew  Di­
rections, w h ere  he  w as th en  
em ployed . C olem an a n d  C arru th  carried  o n  an  ex ten d ed  
co rrespondence  over the  nex t few  years  in  w h ich  th ey  ex­
changed  view s on  a varie ty  of subjects. M any  of C o lem an 's  
letters w ere g iven  over largely to  a ttem p ts  a t encou rag ing  a 
young  m an  w h o  h a d  becom e p ro fo u n d ly  d isillu sioned  by  the  
failure of h is w o rk s  — bo th  p o e try  a n d  fic tion  — to find  public  
acceptance. A gain  an d  again , C olem an so u g h t to  p e rsu a d e  
C arru th  th a t he  m u st con tinue  to w rite , th a t h is fine literary  
talen t m u st be cu ltivated  a n d  p u b lish ed . The fu tu re  ap p eared  
bleak for C arru th , w h o  h a d  b een  hosp ita lized  for b o th  d e p re s ­
sion an d  alcoholism . H e h ad  tu rn e d  to  the  Prairie P ress for 
publication  on  L augh lin 's  advice, after d isillusion ing  experi­
ences w ith  com m ercial pub lishers . H e d id  find  satisfaction  in  
the  beau tifu l books in  w h ich  his poem s w ere  n o w  p u b lish ed , 
an d  in  their p u b lish e r 's  p e rso n a l su p p o rt an d  encou ragem en t.
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" I h a d  a n d  have  very  g rea t adm ira tion  for Carroll an d  his 
w o rk ,"  C a rru th  w ro te  to  the  a u th o r in  D ecem ber, 1992. " The 
books of m ine  he  p u b lish ed  are  sp le n d id ...  In  add ition  to his 
ta len ts  for ty p o g rap h y , h e  w as a fine p e rso n  a n d  an  easy  one to 
w o rk  w ith , alw ays p ro m p t in  h is resp o n ses  a n d  help fu l in  his 
suggestions. W hen  I v isited  h im  in  Iow a C ity in  1966 it w as a 
really  h a p p y  occasion for b o th  of u s ."
C arru th , w h o  m oved  ab o u t th is tim e to  the  sm all V erm ont 
to w n  of Johnsonville , len t su p p o rt to  C o lem an 's  speculations 
abou t m ov ing  the  P rairie P ress to  N ew  E ngland . N o th ing  came 
of these  no tio n s , how ever. (O ne w o m an  to  w h o m  Colem an 
w ro te  ab o u t the  V erm ont p ro p erty  she  h a d  advertised  in  the 
Saturday Review of Literature, w o n d e re d  w h a t he  w ou ld  renam e 
his p ress  if h e  m oved  it from  Iow a to  V erm ont.)
A vo lum e of th e  poem s of Jam es H earst, w hose  w ork  Carroll 
C o lem an  greatly  adm ired , w as also p u b lish ed  in  1962. It w as 
en titled  Limited View. The Five M ark Twain Stories of Frank 
L u ther M ott, a n o th e r  Iow a a u th o r  w h o  w as a particu lar favorite 
of C o le m a n 's  — b o th  as w rite r a n d  h u m an  b e in g  — also a p ­
p e a re d  at th is tim e. Its pub lica tion  at a price of $3.50 p e r copy 
b ro u g h t fo rth  an  e loquen t s ta tem en t of the  opera ting  ph iloso­
p h y  th a t h a d  p reva iled  a t th e  Prairie P ress for alm ost half a 
cen tu ry . W ard  Schori of the  Schori P ress in  E vanston , Illinois, 
h a d  w ritte n  to  p raise  the  book. H e th en  added : " I ha te  to  be 
critical of so beau tifu l a book, b u t in  m y op in ion  it is w oefully  
u n d e rp riced , especially  if it is a lim ited  ed ition  an d  you  d o n 't  
have  w ide  d is tr ib u tio n .... A t a ro u n d  table d iscussion  I hea rd  
pub lish e rs  say th a t the  cost of p ro d u c tio n  sh o u ld  be 10 percen t 
of th e  retail price. A t th a t ra te , y o u r M ott book shou ld  be m uch, 
m uch  m o re ."  C o lem an 's  re sp o n se  w as im m edia te  an d  ex­
tended :
There are a num ber of factors in the price of this book that 
do not meet the eye.
One is that I feel I have something of a debt to Mott. Many 
years ago, when I was at Muscatine, he did a lot of things for 
me that I appreciated. He sent books my way that I really 
made money on. He went to bat for me with a well-heeled 
newspaperm an, asking for a $50,000 endowm ent for the
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Prairie Press. He didn 't get it in the end but he really tried, 
and I appreciated that. Then too, the book was started in 
1952, and at that time costs were less, and w hen he asked me 
to set a price on it, as he wanted to buy quite a few copies, I 
feel obliged to stick by that price, not only to him but to 
everyone.
There's another aspect to low, or fairly low prices. It gets 
more of my books out, more people see them, they get more 
reviews, and these things in turn bring more books to print 
for others on which I make a good profit. Years ago I 
published a book of poems by Thomas Duncan. He was 
relatively unknown at the time. I didn 't make enough to pay 
me 40 cents an hour for the time. But that book brought me 
in at least $6,000 worth of other work, simply because people 
had seen the Duncan book.... So this is a way of indirectly 
making money from a losing book.
.... So don 't worry about my low prices. I'll make out, and 
it brings me more work than I can handle and more good 
manuscripts than I can publish. I'm  not a greedy man. In the 
first year away from the University I made our living and a 
few thousand dollars besides. Of course, we never have been 
big spenders. As Ned Thompson used to say, "A craftsman's 
life m ust include a simple home economy."
Carroll C olem an w o u ld  becom e less san g u in e  in  the  nex t few  
years in  h is estim ate  of the  financial stability  of the  Prairie 
Press, w hich  ten d e d  increasing ly  to  opera te  on  the  edge of 
serious difficulties. M any of these  p rob lem s re su lted  from  
C olem an 's h igh  eth ical s ta n d a rd s , h is good  taste , a n d  his 
p en ch an t for pub lish in g  titles h e  k n ew  h a d  little chance of 
y ield ing  a reasonab le  re tu rn .
C olem an received offers d u rin g  th is  tim e to  explore the 
possibilities of jo in ing  un iversity  p ress  s ta ffs  — no tab ly  a t Illi­
nois an d  Iow a State. H is resp o n se  to such  inqu iries w as to 
observe th a t he  h a d  h a d  en o u g h  academ ic politics an d  red  tape, 
th o u g h  he d id  suggest th a t h e  u n d e rs to o d  th a t Iow a S ta te 's  
P residen t Jam es H ilton  h a d  th in g s  "a  b it m ore firm ly in  h a n d "  
th an  th ey  w ere  a t Iow a City. For th a t m atte r, P re sid en t Virgil 
H ancher app roached  h im  a t least tw ice after he  h a d  left the  
U niversity  to  suggest th a t h e  re tu rn  in  a position  th a t m igh t
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m ake b e tte r  u se  of h is in te rests  a n d  abilities th a n  e ither of his 
earlier positions h a d  done . C olem an  w as n o t tem p ted .
The h ea lth  p rob lem s of b o th  C arroll an d  G ennie  C olem an 
h a d  an  inevitab le  influence on  the  opera tions  of the  Prairie 
P ress d u rin g  th is ten -year p e rio d  th a t fo llow ed his retirem ent. 
Both su ffered  physical debilities th a t left th e m  — in varying 
d e g re e s  — far from  their no rm al capacities.
C arroll C o lem an 's  p rob lem s beg an  early  in  1962 w ith  a 
v itreous d e tach m en t in  h is rig h t eye. H e w ro te  to the  poet, 
Leslie N elson  Jenn ings: " This is g iv ing m e a good deal of 
troub le  w ith  flash ing  ligh ts a n d  o th er p h en o m en a . I've h ad  tw o 
exam inations in  the  last fou r days a n d  each p u ts  m e ou t of 
b u sin ess  for a couple  of days. T here is a possibility  th a t the 
cond ition  m ay  re su lt in  a d e tach ed  re tina  later. A pparen tly  the  
nex t th ree  o r fou r w eeks m ay  tell so m eth in g ."
The tes ts  w e n t o n  in to  A pril a n d  " stuff like black, heavy  
y a rn "  floated  in  fro n t of h is eyes. T here w as still the  possibility  
of re tinal d e tach m en t a n d  C olem an w orried  abou t " an  opera­
tion  a n d  m ore  lost tim e ."
The re tina  d id  n o t de tach , b u t eye p rob lem s con tinued . Two 
years  la te r  — in  M ay, 1964 — he  w ro te  to  fam ily m em bers tha t 
" m y eye con tinues  to b o th e r  m e ,"  a d d in g  that: " M y doctor is 
go ing  to  E urope soon , so I h o p e  it ho ld s together un til he  
re tu rn s , as I w o u ld  n o t feel so good  abou t hav ing  som e of the 
m en  in  th a t d e p a rtm e n t o p era tin g  o n  it. I have  seen  too m any 
on  w h o m  th ey  have  'p rac ticed ,' as I believe the  m edical term  
is ."  (The com m ent is typically  acerbic since, in  fact, the 
O p h tha lm o logy  D ep a rtm en t a t th e  U niversity  of Iow a College 
of M edicine h as  long  b een  in ternationa lly  recognized  for its 
excellence.)
M eantim e, C o lem an 's  docto r to ld  h im  th a t he  m u st reduce 
the  u se  of h is eyes by  at least a th ird . This m ean t g iving u p  
e ither som e of the  read in g  h e  en joyed  so m uch  o r cu tting  back 
on  th e  type  se tting  an d  p roo f read in g  th a t w ere  requ ired  to 
opera te  the  P rairie P ress. It w as n o t a h a p p y  choice an d  it 
im posed  fu rth e r  restric tions on  th e  a m o u n t of w ork  he could 
accom plish.
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A far m ore serious h ea lth  p rob lem  h a d  b eg u n  to  deve lop  in  
the  C olem an fam ily a t ab o u t th is tim e. This w as th e  o n se t of 
rheum ato id  a rth ritis  th a t w as to red u ce  G enn ie  C o lem an 's  
m obility an d  to  subject h e r to  a lm ost co n tin u o u s  pain . C anes 
a n d  cru tches h e lp ed  h e r  to ge t abou t for som e years. The 
C olem ans w ere  able to  en joy  an  occasional au to  trip , b u t  these  
even tually  becam e im possible. O f necessity , C arroll C o lem an  
took over m ore a n d  m ore of th e  h o u se  a n d  y a rd  w ork , fu rth e r 
lim iting his tim e for the  Prairie P ress. To friends h e  w ro te  
adm iringly  of the  figh t G enn ie  w ag ed  aga in st the  cripp ling  
m alady  th ro u g h  exercise a n d  th e ra p y  th a t he  k n ew  w ere  
painful.
Eventually , she  w as a lm ost com pletely  confined  to  th e  h o u se  
a t 111 Lusk A venue. A n d  a lth o u g h  h e r  h u sb a n d  w as able to  get 
abou t in  Iow a C ity to  look after sh o p p in g , a p p o in tm e n ts  w ith  
doctors, a n d  o th er essen tia l activities, the  C olem ans n o w  lived 
alm ost en tire ly  to  them selves. N e ith e r com p la ined  ab o u t th is 
state  of affairs, a lth o u g h  h e  d id  occasionally  reg re t th a t n o t 
m any  aspects of th e  good  life he  h a d  env is ioned  for th em  w h e n  
he re tired  h a d  c o n tin u ed  for very  long.
The decade from  1961 to  1971 w as, how ever, a prolific period  
for th e  Prairie P ress. B eyond th a t h igh ly  p roductive  y ear of 
1962 s tre tched  a succession  of a lm ost equally  n o tew o rth y  
pub lish ing  accom plishm ents. T hese in c luded  m an y  critical an d  
artistic successes, th o u g h  on ly  a few  w ere  financially  profitable.
A m ong the  m ost no tab le  w as Gauchos of the Pampas and Their 
Horses, p rin ted  for W estho lm  P ublications of H anover, N ew  
H am psh ire , w h ich  w as o p e ra ted  by  H erb e rt F au lkner W est of 
the  D artm ou th  College faculty , w ith  w h o m  C olem an  h a d  
struck  u p  a close frien d sh ip  a n d  w o rk ing  re la tionsh ip . Its 
au th o rs  w ere  W .H . H u d so n  an d  R.B. C unn ingham e-G raham . 
The book w ou ld  be m em orab le  for its fo rew ord  a lo n e  — w ritten  
by  J. F rank D obie, th a t w arm , w o n d ro u s  Texan, w h o se  id en ti­
fication w ith  the  subject m a tte r  (even th o u g h  in  n o t qu ite  h is 
ow n  locale) sh ines th ro u g h  the  fo rew o rd 's  pages. This w as a 
beau tifu l vo lum e a n d  a m em orab le  one  in  th e  b es t trad itio n s  of 
The Prairie Press.
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O th e r titles th a t ap p e are d  u n d e r  the  C olem an im prin t du ring  
th is period  in c luded  tw o  m ore vo lum es of H ay d en  C arru th 's  
poem s (North Winter in  1964 a n d  The Clay Hill Anthology, w hich  
C arru th  h as  lately  described  as " o n e  of the  best-looking  books 
I've ever seen  by  a n y b o d y ,"  in  1970); a n o th e r  by  Jam es H earst 
(A Single Focus, 1967). T here  w ere  o th e r vo lum es of p o e try  — by 
Philip  C on rad , M yron  Broom all, Leslie N elson  Jenn ings, E than 
A yer a n d , u n d e r  h is ow n  n am e  th is  tim e, Jam es N orm an  Hall. 
A n d  th ere  w as W endell B erry 's Findings, one of the  best and  
m ost p o p u la r  of all th e  vo lum es from  the  Prairie Press.
The au th o r w h o se  w ork  particu larly  do m in a ted  th is period  of 
the  sixties w as, how ever, A u g u st D erle th , w hose  rela tionsh ip  
w ith  C arroll C o lem an  h as  a lready  been  m en tioned . The tw o 
m en  exchanged  p e rso n a l v isits a n d  carried  on  an  ex tended  
co rrespondence , th o u g h  few  of their le tte rs  survive. (In one of 
these , D erle th  w arn s  C o lem an  in  1961 th a t h is new -found  
" freed o m " m ay  p rove  to  be illusory , "since few  m en  are able to 
su p p o rt them selves b y  d o ing  w h a t th ey  w a n t." )  A fter bo th  had  
suffered  h e a rt a ttacks in  1971, C olem an re tu rn ed  m ost of 
D erle th 's  le tte rs  to  h im  because, he  said , he  d id  n o t w an t to 
expose h is friend  to  em b arrassm en t sh o u ld  o thers  read  them  
later.
The D erle th  titles from  th e  Prairie P ress d u rin g  th is period  
to tal six, inc lud ing  som e of the  h a n d so m e s t vo lum es Colem an 
p ub lished . T hree are  illu s tra ted  by  w ood  engrav ings from  the 
W isconsin  a rtist, F rank  U tapetl, w ith  w h o m  D erleth  frequently  
collaborated . C olem an  h a d  som e reservations abou t u sing  any 
illustra tions in  h is books, h av ing  once to ld  R obert Frost tha t 
th ey  too  o ften  got in  the  w ay  of the  im ages th a t com e in to  the 
rea d e r 's  m in d  — or sh o u ld  do. H e d id  agree th a t the  w orks of 
a rtists  like U tape tl a n d  J.J. L ankes could  ad d  a usefu l d im en ­
sion  to  a w ell-designed  a n d  w ell-p rin ted  book. The D erleth 
books are  u n d o u b te d ly  e n h an ced  by  th ese  w ood  engravings.
C arroll C o lem an  w as w ary  of u s in g  color an d  d ram a in  the 
a rt of ty p o g rap h y , b u t he  w as n o t afraid  of th em  w h en  the 
subject m a tte r  seem ed  to call for th is trea tm en t. A good 
exam ple is F a ther E dw ard  M. C atich 's  Eric Gill, His Social and
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Artistic Roots, p u b lish ed  in  1964. This sm all a n d  very  colorful 
vo lum e, w hose  au th o r w as h e a d  of the  A rt D ep a rtm en t a t St. 
A m brose U niversity  in  D av en p o rt, Iow a, is one of the  m ost 
strik ing  p roducts  of the  Prairie P re ss  — a book  th a t seizes a n d  
ho lds the  read e r 's  a tten tio n , w ith o u t in  an y  w ay  de trac ting  
from  the  so u n d  a n d  th o u g h tfu l com m en tary  on  Gill a n d  his 
w ork.
There are m any  o th er exam ples of the  a rtis try  th a t character­
ized the  o u tp u t of the  Prairie P ress d u rin g  th is  decade. O ne 
o th er th a t deserves m en tio n  is en titled  sim ply  K. It is C arroll 
C o lem an 's  con tribu tion  to  the  Knopf Keepsake, issu ed  in  1965 to 
celebrate fifty years of pub lish in g  by  A lfred  K n o p f — a p a rticu ­
lar favorite of C o lem an 's  am ong  book  pub lishers . This four- 
page leaflet, only  4x7 inches in  size, is rep resen ta tiv e  of the  
m any  sm all-scale w orks from  th e  Prairie P ress illu stra ting  ho w  
effectively typograph ic  skills m ay  be u se d  in  m in ia tu re  form s.
There is frequen t reference in  C o lem an 's  co rrespondence  
d u rin g  th is period  to the  n e e d  to  d evo te  considerab le  po rtions  
of h is tim e to  p rin tin g  opera tio n s  th a t w o u ld  h e lp  su sta in  even  
the  ''m o d es t hom e econom y" of an  artisan . H e w as still in  the 
com m ercial p rin tin g  b u sin ess  as a n ecessary  su p p le m e n t to  h is 
book pub lish ing  opera tions.
The Prairie P ress m ain ta in ed  exceptional artistic s tan d a rd s  
even  in  th is aspect of its activity. This w as in  p a rt d u e  to  the  fact 
th a t C olem an confined  these  u n d e rta k in g s  to  cu stom ers w h o  
shared  his concerns for taste  a n d  artistry . T hus the  series of 
yearbooks for the  R ow fant C lub of C leveland , O hio , in  th e  
1960s rep re sen te d  h igh  quality  bookm aking . T hese w ere  lim ­
ited  e d itio n s  — abou t 200 co p ies  — for m em bers of th is  o rgan iza­
tion of bib liophiles of m any  y ears ' s tand ing . The R ow fan t C lub 
connection  w as estab lished  by  Dr. M erald  W rolstad , w h o  h a d  
been  a s tu d e n t of C arroll C o lem an  w hile  s tu d y in g  for a 
doctorate in  M ass C om m unications a t th e  U niversity  of Iow a. 
W rolstad , a m em ber of the  staff of th e  C leveland  M useum  of 
A rt, w as a m em ber of R ow fant a n d  it w as h is e n th u s ia sm  for 
Prairie P ress books th a t led  to  the  c lub 's  decision  to  engage 
C olem an to  p rin t its yearbook. It w as a rem u n era tiv e  u n d e r ­
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tak ing  a n d  p ro d u ce d  several fine exam ples of the  bookm aking  
art. It w as n o t, h o w ev er, w ith o u t headaches. The yearbooks 
w ere  m ailed  ind iv idually  to  club m em bers a n d  in  a few  
in stances th ey  reach ed  th e ir  d estin a tio n s  in  less th a n  perfect 
cond ition , d esp ite  careful w ra p p in g  o n  w h ich  the  Prairie Press 
p rid e d  itself. In  one  such  in stance , C olem an d ep lo red  the  fact 
th a t all parcel p o s t packages m u s t su rv ive  an  18-foot d ro p  to  a 
cem en t floor in  C hicago a n d  su g g ested  th a t th e  dam aged  book 
w as a casualty  of th is  trea tm en t. M ail service w as a con tinu ing  
ta rg e t for C o lem an 's  critical darts.
R equests to  p u b lish  books u n d e r  the  Prairie P ress im prin t 
w ith  all costs p a id  by  the  a u th o r w ere  frequen t. C olem an 
in sis ted  in  such  cases o n  re ta in in g  h is rig h t as ed ito r to  accept 
o r reject th e  m an u sc rip t a n d  he  tu rn e d  d o w n  m ore of them  
th a n  h e  ag reed  to  p ub lish . H e assu m ed  the  full cost of 
pub lica tion  in  m o st such  in stances, a lth o u g h  he  occasionally 
ag reed  to  let th e  a u th o r  p a y  th e  cost of m arketing . This 
com bination  of p rinc ip le  a n d  p ragm atism  enab led  h im  to 
p u b lish  som e m an u sc rip ts  he  m ig h t o therw ise  have  h a d  to  tu rn  
d o w n . H e su m m arized  th is  policy in  a le tte r to Frederick 
Eckm an of Bow ling G reen , O hio , d a ted  July 27, 1962:
I would be happy to see a manuscript of your work. I am by 
no means a "vanity" publisher, but I am not very well heeled 
and on occasion have accepted a book where the author 
supported the venture financially. It is really the only way I 
can keep going. If I published all books on my own entirely I 
would not be able to remain in business long, for I am sure 
you know as well as I the increasing difficulty of selling 
poetry in these days.
But an offer of assistance is never a deciding factor with me 
on any manuscript. The work is the thing with me and it m ust 
meet my standards, which I think are quite high, or I am not 
interested under any circumstances.
C o lem an  w ro te  in  D ecem ber, 1961, to  M yron  Broom all, one 
of the  p o e ts  h e  p u b lish ed  th a t " I d o n 't  expect to  m ake m oney  
o n  such  b o o k s ... b u t  I do  like to  recover the  cost of m ateria ls and  
postage . O n  th e  o th e r h a n d , I d o n 't  like th e  flavor of ask ing  the
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au th o r to  he lp  o u t financially  o n  h is b o o k ."  It w as a d ilem m a 
w ith  w hich  he  w restled  th ro u g h o u t h is life as a book  pub lisher.
O pera tional p rob lem s as w ell as financial ones p lag u ed  the  
Prairie P ress d u rin g  th is period . B inding the  books it p ro d u ce d  
w as a particu lar source of difficulty. The B oston Book C om pany  
of C am bridge, M assachusetts, h a d  long  b een  C arroll C ole­
m an 's  b in d er a n d  he  h a d  b een  p leased  w ith  the  quality  of their 
w ork. But w h e n  the  com pany  w e n t o u t of b u sin ess  soon  after 
C olem an h a d  gone back to  sp e n d in g  all h is tim e a t bookm ak­
ing, the  consequences w ere  u n p leasan t. H e w ro te  to  D avid  
A sh, a friend  w h o  p u b lish ed  a w eek ly  n e w sp a p e r in  Toledo, 
Iow a, th a t he h a d  "received  M ott's  Five Stories from  the  b in d ery  
an d  th ey  bo tched  it by  trim m ing  it to  leave a larger h e a d  m arg in  
th an  h a d  been  p lan n ed , by  alm ost a p ica ."  W hen  h e  h ad  
w ritten  to com plain  abou t th e  m istake a n d  its consequences, 
the  resp o n se  h a d  b een  to  ask  " b u t w h a t can w e do  abou t it 
now ?" C arroll C o lem an 's  e n su in g  com m ent reflects th e  p essi­
m ism  th a t characterized  h is th in k in g  ab o u t m any  of the  aspects 
of the  w orld  h e  lived in: "T his incom petence  in  a lm ost all lines 
of A m erican life from  education  to  in d u stry  is w h a t frigh tens 
m e. O r p e rh a p s  I sh o u ld  say the  a lm ost fatalistic acceptance of 
it by  alm ost everyone as so m eth in g  abou t w h ich  w e can do  
no th in g  frigh tens m e ."
C o lem an 's d issatisfaction  w ith  each  of several b inderies  he 
tried  led  h im  even tually  to  do  h is ow n  b ind ing . A s w ith  
every th ing  he  d id  in  rela tion  to  bookm aking , h is b in d in g s w ere  
of h igh  quality . U nfo rtunately , th is  a d d e d  m ore h o u rs  to  the  
tim e it took to  p roduce  each  book  th a t cam e from  the  Prairie 
Press. G iven his m eticu lous a p p ro ach  to  ev ery th in g  he  d id , the  
b ind ing  opera tion  w as a m ajor u n d ertak in g .
Space lim itations co n tin u ed  to  p lague  the  op era tio n s  of the  
Prairie Press. C o lem an 's  "p ack  ra t"  in stincts  resu lted  in  h is 
keep ing  an d  sto ring  ev ery th in g  th a t cam e in to  h is possession . 
Stocks of type an d  p a p e r  w ere  a d d e d , even  w h e n  th ey  w ere  n o t 
really n eed ed  a n d  w h e n  available space w as a lready  occupied. 
H e adm itted  th a t these  crow ded  cond itions a d d e d  to  p ro d u c ­
tion  p rob lem s of th e  Prairie P ress.
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T h ro u g h o u t the  early  1960s, the  C olem ans con tem pla ted  
m ov ing  th e ir h om e a n d  the  Prairie P ress aw ay  from  Iow a City. 
In  ad d itio n  to  exp loring  p ro p ertie s  in  N ew  E ngland , they  w ere 
in  touch  w ith  rea lto rs in  C edar R apids an d  D avenport and  
considerab le  n u m b ers  of h o u ses  in  easte rn  Iow a a n d  w estern  
Illinois w ere  explored . O n e  th a t especially  in te res ted  them  w as 
on  a b luff above the  M ississippi River n ea r Savanna, Illinois. 
This w as the  one-tim e h om e of a riverboat cap ta in  a n d  Cole­
m an  described  it in  g low ing  term s to  a friend . Each of these 
possib ilities w as re jec ted  — for a varie ty  of reasons, th o u g h  it 
w as obv ious th a t th e  p red o m in an t one  w as the  unattrac tive  
p ro sp ec t of m ov ing  th e  physical eq u ip m en t of the  Prairie Press 
even  a sh o rt d istance.
C o rresp o n d en ce  w ith  a n u m b er of peop le  a t th is tim e m akes 
it clear th a t C arroll C o lem an  h a d  deve loped  som e sense  of 
re se n tm e n t in  h is feelings to w ard  Iow a C ity  — especially tow ard  
som e of h is associates d u rin g  h is years a t the  U niversity  of 
Iow a. T here  are  ind ica tions, too , th a t he  felt th ere  w as little 
app rec ia tion  in  Iow a C ity of h is g row ing  in te rnationa l rep u ta ­
tion  as ty p o g rap h e r a n d  book  pub lisher. These u n d o u b ted ly  
co n trib u ted  to  h is considera tion  of the  possibility  of m oving  to 
a n o th e r  location  th a t m igh t be m ore congenial.
The overrid ing  p rob lem s in  th e  C o lem ans' lives an d  in  the 
o p era tio n s  of the  Prairie P ress d u rin g  these  years w as, ho w ­
ever, the ir con tinually  declin ing  health .
G enn ie  C o lem an 's  rh eu m ato id  a rth ritis  g rew  gradually  m ore 
debilitating . M edication , special d iets, physical th erap y  all 
w ere  tried  a n d  at tim es som e im p ro v em en t seem ed  to take 
place. But alw ays th e  a ilm en t reasse rted  itself.
C arroll C o lem an 's  h ea lth  p rob lem s w ere  m ore or less con tin ­
u o u s  th ro u g h o u t the  last th ree  decades of h is life. Even in  the 
m ost p roductive  years  of the  Prairie P ress (1961-1971), he w as 
rarely  able to  accom plish  all th a t he  h a d  h o p e d  to do. In 
ad d itio n  to  eye p rob lem s, th ere  w ere  o th e r d isab ling  ailm ents. 
T hen , too, he  h a d  n ev er fully recovered  from  the  neurocircu­
la to ry  as th en ia  w h ich  h a d  led  to  su rgery  on  tw o occasions in 
the  1930s a t the  C leveland  Clinic.
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The coronary  attack  th a t h o sp ita lized  C arroll C o lem an  in  
June 1971 p u t an  en d  to  h is book  p u b lish in g  activities. C olem an 
sp en t m any  w eeks in  the  U niversity  of Iow a hosp ita ls  fo llow ing 
the  coronary  attack. A fter a sh o rt tim e a t hom e, h e  h a d  to  be 
ru sh e d  back for an  ex ten d ed  hosp ita l stay , d u rin g  w h ich  he 
u n d e rw e n t a series of tests  to  check on  o th e r sym ptom s. 
Finally, his patience exhausted , h e  d e m a n d e d  th a t the  testing  
be sto p p ed , to  th e  considerable  co n ste rn a tio n  of som e of the  
a tten d in g  m edical personnel. H e lived a lm ost tw e n ty  years 
longer, b u t h is h ea lth  w as n ev er fully resto red .
Those tw en ty  years w ere  largely  b a rre n  for the  Prairie Press. 
A n occasional b rochu re  or p a m p h le t w ith  the  P rairie im prin t 
d id  appear. The strik ing  C hristm as g ree tings w h ich  th e  C ole­
m ans sen t to  th e ir friends co n tin u ed  to  b rig h ten  th e  ho liday  
season  for fo rtu n a te  recip ien ts. But C arroll C o lem an  sim ply d id  
n o t have  the  tim e or the  energy  to  p ro d u ce  the  beau tifu l books 
so long associated  w ith  the  Prairie Press.
There w ere  som e satisfactions. H onors  w ere  h e a p ed  on  
C olem an by  ind iv iduals a n d  in stitu tio n s  in  recognition  of his 
artistry  th ro u g h  a lm ost four decades. The h igh ligh t am ong  
these  w as the  G rolier C lub show  from  January  th ro u g h  April, 
1976, th o u g h  ironically he  w as u nab le  to  go to  N ew  York to 
share  in  the  h o n o r pa id  h im  by  th is p io n eer book  a rts  g roup . 
" There is no  catalogue for the  exhibit a t th e  G rolier C lub ,"  
C olem an w ro te  to  E m erson  W ulling  in  February , 1976. " These 
show s in  recen t year have  ev iden tly  y ie lded  to  the  p ress  of 
runaw ay  inflation, as have  so m an y  o th e r th ings. I p r in te d  a 
few  sm all an n o u n cem en ts  a n d  enclose one , in  case I d id n 't  
sen d  you  one. I have  p robab ly  m ailed  o u t n o t m ore  th a n  ten  or
so."
By th e  1960s, the  U niversity  of Iow a Libraries b eg an  to  pay  
serious a tten tio n  to  C o lem an 's  w ork . The bu ild in g  of a com ­
p lete  collection of Prairie P ress pub lica tions becam e a prio rity  
concern. Show s in  the  h an d so m e  cen tral lib rary  bu ild in g  w ere  
held  on  several occasions — m o st recen tly  in  A pril a n d  M ay, 
1992.
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E ven n o w , how ever, the  Prairie  P ress a n d  C arroll C olem an 
are little k n o w n  a t hom e. The Iow a p ress  has con tinued  to 
ignore  th e  m an  a n d  h is w ork  a lm ost en tirely . W hen  he  d ied  in 
June  1989, the  D es M oines Register d id  n o t even  p rov ide  a new s 
account of h is d e a th , m u ch  less com m ent on  h is im portance in 
the  w orld  of a rts  a n d  letters. The Iow a C ity Press-Citizen's 
ob ituary  w as s trew n  w ith  e rro rs  an d  the  only  editorial tribu te  
cam e a coup le  of w eeks after h is d e a th  in  the  w eekly  co lum n of 
D avid  K anellis, w h o  h a d  b een  a long-tim e adm irer.
C olem an  d ied  in  a Coralville n u rs in g  hom e, after several 
w eeks ' con finem en t a t M ercy H osp ita l in  Iow a City an d  at 
hom e. G raveside  services w ere  a t G reenw ood  C em etery  in 
M uscatine. H is w idow , G ennie , h as  con tinued  to live a t 111 
L usk A venue  in  Iow a City, d esp ite  b e ing  a lm ost to tally  im m o­
bilized. It h a d  b een  im possib le  for m an y  years  for he r to get u p  
a n d  d o w n  the  sta irs to  th e  b asem en t sh o p  w h ere  the  Prairie 
P ress w as located.
Several m o n th s  after C arroll C o lem an 's  d ea th , I sp en t som e 
tim e in  th a t b asem en t, search ing  for p ersona l p ap ers  th a t he 
h a d  sto red  there . Every  inch  of floor space w as covered  except 
for tw o  n a rro w  in te rsec ting  aisles. The p a p e rs  I so u g h t w ere in 
files b e h in d  eye-level stacks of accum ulated  m aterials.
All of th is  accum ulation  w as su b seq u en tly  rem oved  from  the 
b asem en t sh o p  by  C .H . W endel, w h o  b o u g h t the  m echanical 
eq u ip m en t, type  cases a n d  p a p e r  stocks, w h ich  he rem oved  to 
h is o w n  p rin tin g  sh o p  a t A m ana, Iow a. H e also acquired  use  of 
th e  P rairie P ress n am e a n d  illustrative logo as p a rt of the 
p u rchase . W endel has ind ica ted  th a t he  in te n d s  to  con tinue  its 
trad itions, th o u g h  th ere  have  been  n o  tangib le p ro d u cts  of his 
in ten tions.
It does n o t seem  likely, in  an y  even t, th a t the  Prairie Press 
can be th e  sam e w ith o u t C arroll C olem an. H e b ro u g h t to the 
en te rp rise  a com bination  of typog raph ic  artistry  an d  literary 
taste  th a t is rare  a n d  un like ly  to  be dup lica ted . The rep u ta tio n  
of the  P rairie P ress will live on , how ever, b ey o n d  the  m an  w ho  
p ro d u ce d  so rich  a heritage  of fine books in  the  p roductive  
years  w h e n  the  Prairie P ress flourished .
http://ir.uiowa.edu/bai/vol62/iss1
67
ASSESSING A LIFE'S WORK
A n u m b er of a ttem p ts  have  b een  m ad e  to  explain  an d  
in te rp re t C arroll C olem an an d  th e  ach ievem en ts of th e  Prairie 
Press. Som e are  sensitive  a n d  e loquen t, ye t n o n e  is qu ite  able 
to explain  the  g rea tness  of the  m an  or the  rem arkab le  in stitu ­
tion  he  estab lished  a n d  n u r tu re d  th ro u g h  so m an y  d iscou rage­
m en ts a n d  tribu lations.
There w as little to  su g g est th a t th is m an  w o u ld  becom e one 
of the  g rea t a rtists  of A m erican  bookm aking . H e w as b o rn  a n d  
g rew  u p  in  ru ra l, sm all to w n  Iow a. A  d ip lom a from  a sm all 
tow n  h igh  school com prised  his form al education . H is a p p re ­
ciation of a rt a n d  lite ra tu re  — essen tia l e lem en ts of h is su ccess  — 
h a d  been  largely  u n tu to re d , acqu ired  on  h is o w n  w ith  h is 
m o th e r 's  encou ragem en t. H e m igh t have  b een  expected  to 
becom e a skilled p rin te r, p e rh a p s  th e  o w n er of a com m ercial 
p rin tin g  sh o p  p ro d u cin g  a good  quality  of w ork .
A n d  ye t C arroll C o lem an 's  life took a d ifferen t tu rn  from  
w h a t m ay  have  seem ed  likely to  com e o u t of th a t backg round . 
It b egan  very  early  to  m ove in  qu ite  a d ifferen t d irection . A  h ig h  
school p rin tin g  teacher in sp ired  h im  to  ex p an d  his ho rizons. 
The love of lite ra tu re  — especially  of p o e try  — th a t h is  m o th er 
h ad  encouraged  led  h im  to estab lish  a qu arte rly  p o e try  jou rna l 
w h en  he  w as a very  y o u n g  m an . H e so u g h t w ays of deve lop ing  
his p rin tin g  skills in to  the  a rt of ty p o g rap h y . A n d  all th is cam e 
together in  the  es tab lishm en t of th e  P rairie P ress d u rin g  a tim e 
w h en  he  w as recovering  from  a long  b o u t of illness, d u rin g  
w hich  he h a d  g iven  m uch  th o u g h t to  w h a t h e  w a n te d  to  do  
w ith  h is life.
The Prairie P ress w as C arroll C o lem an 's  life for the  next 
thirty-five years. H e h ad , of course , a h a p p y  re la tio n sh ip  w ith  
his w ife, G ennie , w h o  h a d  accep ted  th e  n e e d  for a " sim ple 
hom e econom y" a n d  w h o  h a d  g iven  h im  su p p o rt a n d  en co u r­
agem en t in  the  life of an  artisan . T here  h a d  also b e e n  a 
d istu rbed  re la tionsh ip  w ith  a g rea t un iv ers ity  w h ich , h av ing  
p ioneered  in  recognizing  the  k in sh ip  b e tw een  the  a rts  an d
http://ir.uiowa.edu/bai/vol62/iss1
68
liberal education , w as u nab le  to  recognize h im  as the  superb  
a rtist h e  w as. T here  h a d  b een  o th e r re la tionsh ips, too, b u t 
alw ays it w as th e  Prairie P ress th a t w as a t the  cen ter of h is life, 
the  Prairie  P ress th a t m o tivated  his decisions a n d  his actions.
H o w  a n d  w h y  d id  C arroll C olem an a n d  the  Prairie Press 
achieve w orld -w ide  recognition  am ong  th e  adm itted ly  lim ited 
g ro u p  of those  w h o  apprecia te  the  re la ted  a rts  of typography  
a n d  bookm aking? The m o st percep tive  estim ate  w as p rov ided  
a lm ost fifty years  ago b y  E m erson  G. W ulling, n o w  em eritus 
p ro fesso r of E nglish  a t the  U niversity  of W isconsin-La Crosse 
a n d  long  o p era to r of the  Sum ac Press. W ulling w ro te  abou t 
"P rairie  Press: F irst D ecade" for The Collector's Book Packet, 
p u b lish ed  by  the  Black C at P ress. A fter detailing  his early 
acquain tance  w ith  C olem an  a n d  describ ing  som e of the  rele­
v a n t ev en ts  in  th a t first decade , he  con tinued :
Prairie Press work has a quality which is not to be explained 
by a simple biographical or bibliographical history or by 
reference to a regional purpose. Few "kid" printers do more 
than imitate rather badly the kind of printing they see about 
them. Certainly the public does not dem and or define excel­
lence in printing. Where, then, did Coleman get his compe­
tence and incentive? We might say in looking at this case 
history that civilization has much to offer people: schools, 
libraries, journals, books, transportation to centers of expert 
activity, friendly counsellors, records of past achievement, all 
in ample variety to meet any need. But we cannot escape the 
observation that advantages have to be seized, that the inner 
drive has to provide motivation. The word genuine m ust not 
be used lightly. But something akin to the originality and 
force which are essentials of genius m ust be called on to 
explain how a few people use what is available to many in a 
way that the many are not capable of. Coleman had a great 
love of books, for reading them, because they have some­
thing to say. His printing is not precious or blatant; it is for 
facilitating the exchange of ideas. He believes that the printer 
is a facilitator, not a performer. Hence he attempts to use 
materials and techniques to aid communication and not show 
off virtuosity. This effort shows a good sense that accords 
with the better kind of genius.... Objectively, certain aspects 
of the Prairie Press product may be noted....Bulmer is the 
principal face by choice. Various other faces are used spar­
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ingly, but with precise taste. The impression is neither kick 
nor sock, but even and firm. Illustrations are woodcuts 
printed from the blocks or zincs in woodcut technique, 
principally because they accord with type better than other 
techniques. Margins are generous, but not lavish. They are, 
of course, optically governed, not geometrically. Color is 
used sparingly but with calculation. Binding... is not make­
shift, the details being precise and appropriate. In short, 
Prairie Press work has an Attic austerity, tem pered with 
American vigor and workmanlike com petence.... There are 
experiments and fertile variations in the work, but always 
there are purposes and style stamped by the personality of 
the producer.
M uch of w h a t E m erson  W ulling saw  in  C o lem an 's  early  w ork  
as ty p o g rap h er an d  book  p u b lish e r is m irro red  in  som e of his 
ow n  s ta tem en ts  a t various tim es concern ing  the  a rt of ty p o g ­
raphy . The best of ty p o g rap h y , he  once declared , is "p ractically  
inv isib le," go ing  o n  to elaborate:
If the reader is conscious of the antics of the typographer, 
it means his attention is being diverted from the message.
This does not mean that typography should be self-effacing.
It can and should be spirited, lively and colorful, but it m ust 
not indulge in self-conscious and m audlin experiments, call­
ing attention to itself and not to the message it is presenting.
At its best, typography supplements and complements the 
text; it m ust never detract from it....
The message is the thing and the job of the typographer is 
to make the presentation as interesting as possible, but with 
clarity and vigor and simplicity. At first glance this would 
seem absurdly easy, but actually it is extremely difficult, for 
true simplicity, the kind that sparkles and stands out because 
it is so rare, is one of the last things most of us learn.
To apprecia te  the  significance of those  th ree  w o rd s  — clarity, 
vigor, sim plic ity  — to Carroll C o lem an 's  life w ork , one  n eed  
only  look at a lm ost any  of th e  books h e  p ro d u ce d  a t th e  Prairie 
Press. T hey account for those  qualities w h ich  w o n  th ese  books 
so m any  aw ards a n d  w h ich  con tinue  to  m ake th em  so w idely  
adm ired  am ong  book  collectors all over th e  w orld . T hey are 
true  w orks of a rt in  the  v isual a n d  tactile sense.
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O th e r exceptional qualities d istin g u ish  C arroll C olem an and  
the  Prairie P ress. O n e  is the  com m itm en t to  pub lish ing  w orks 
of literary  d istinction  by  liv ing a u th o rs  a t prices th a t p u t them  
w ith in  reach  of lim ited  b u t o ften  influen tial aud iences. As 
Floyd Pearce of th e  P terodacty l P ress h as  w ritten : " It is very  
likely th a t C o lem an  cou ld  have  m ade  a good  living rep rin ting  
the  classics in  fine ed itions. But th is  w e n t aga in st every th ing  
the  m an  s tood  for. H is overw helm ing  in te res t w as in  pub lish ­
ing  LIVING POETS (tw o reso u n d in g  econom ic strikes against 
him!) in  h a n d so m e  books th a t so ld  for m o d est p rices."
The literary  quality  of th e  p u b lish ed  w orks of the  Prairie 
P ress is b ey o n d  question . C olem an d id , how ever, m ake an  
occasional m istake  in  literary  ju d g m en t. O r p e rh a p s  he  w as 
suscep tib le  in  a few  in stances  to  the  sad  stories th a t som etim es 
accom pan ied  the  m an u scrip ts  he  received. Yet if one reads 
th ro u g h  even  a rep resen ta tiv e  sam pling  of the  w orks th a t 
em erg ed  from  the  Prairie P ress over a p e rio d  of som e thirty-five 
years, literary  quality  is one of the  hallm arks th a t m akes a 
p ro fo u n d  im pression . In d eed  one m arvels th a t a p riva te  p ress, 
located  so rem otely  could  have  a ttrac ted  w riters like W endell 
Berry, H a y d e n  C arru th , A u g u st D erle th , M ark  V an D oren , and  
A lfred  K reym borg  to  its pub lica tion  lists.
T here  w ere , of course , several reaso n s for th is attraction . For 
p o e ts  — especially  y o u n g  p o e ts  w ith o u t an  estab lished  
re p u ta tio n  — it w as increasing ly  difficult to  find  a pub lisher 
am o n g  com m ercial firm s. The Prairie P ress w as a w elcom e 
haven .
T here  w ere  o th e r reaso n s  w h y  so m u ch  p o e try  of such  h igh  
quality  fo u n d  its w ay  to  the  Prairie  P ress. C o lem an 's  co rrespon­
dence  w ith  a n u m b er of p o e ts  m akes it clear th a t the  quality  of 
P rairie P ress books th ey  h a d  seen  h a d  im pressed  them  so 
favorably  th a t th ey  h o p e d  th e ir w orks m igh t be p resen ted  w ith  
th e  sam e taste  a n d  artistry . The C olorado  poe t, Belle Turnbull, 
w ro te  to  C olem an  in  1957: "Ju st n o w  I have  fo u n d  w ords to 
express m y  feeling ab o u t w h a t y o u  do  for poets. You are the 
accurate a n d  sym pathe tic  accom panist to  the  sing ing  voice."
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If a single ind iv idual can be cited  as h av ing  h a d  particu lar 
influence on  C arroll C olem an, hence  the  bookm ak ing  a n d  fine 
p rin tin g  th a t he  accom plished  at the  P rairie P ress, it w o u ld  be 
D aniel Berkeley U pdike of the  M erry m o u n t P ress. U p d ik e 's  
w ork  a n d  the  p rincip les th a t g u id ed  h im  cam e to  C o lem an 's  
a tten tion  early  in  h is read ings a t the  N ew berry  L ibrary an d  the  
Lakeside P ress in  Chicago. The p rincip les U pdike  e sp o u se d  are 
set forth  in  a sh o rt essay  on  " The P rincip les of T y p o g rap h y ,"  to 
w hich  th e  Prairie P ress su b sequen tly  gave a h a n d so m e  p re se n ­
tation.
These p rincip les clearly g u id ed  C arroll C olem an th ro u g h  the  
years of opera ting  th e  Prairie P ress. U p d ik e 's  w o rd s  seem  
alm ost to have  b een  w ritten  w ith  C olem an  specifically in  m ind . 
A lm ost identical sen tim en ts  concern ing  ty p o g rap h y  a n d  the  
obligations of those  w h o  becam e en g ag ed  in  the  a rt of book­
m aking  w ere  freq u en t in  C o lem an 's  conversa tion  a n d  corre­
spondence . H e h a d  a clear concep t of w h a t h e  w a n te d  to  
accom plish a n d  it w as strong ly  in fluenced  by  U p d ik e 's  stric­
tures.
H ands-on  exam ination  of som e of th e  m an y  vo lum es th a t 
em erged  from  the  crow ded  p rin tin g  sh o p s  o n  M ulberry  A ve­
n u e  a n d  Lusk A venue  is essen tia l to a full app rec ia tion  of the  
Prairie P ress legacy. T hey b ear the  s tam p  of gen iu s  th a t g low ed 
b en ea th  the  surface of th is o u tw ard ly  laconic Iow an  w h o  set 
ou t as a very  y o u n g  m an  to  practice th e  a rt of ty p o g rap h y  a t its 
very h ighest level. H e achieved  th a t goal m an y  tim es over in  
the  years w h en  he o p e ra ted  the  P rairie P re ss  — in  h is ow n  
w ords "a  confirm ed typom an iac"  w h o se  m an ia  m ad e  all lovers 
of fine books his e te rnal deb tors.
The C olem an legacy is carried  on  to d a y  — a n d  will be ex­
ten d e d  indefin ite ly  — by  th e  m any  y o u n g  m en  an d  w o m en  w h o  
have com e u n d e r  h is in fluence. Som e w ere  associated  w ith  h im  
d u rin g  the  years he tau g h t in  the  typog raph ic  labora to ry  a t the  
U niversity  of Iow a, o th ers  by  exposure  to  the  books th a t cam e 
from  the  Prairie P ress b e tw een  1935 a n d  1971. C arroll C olem an 
rem ained  in  touch  w ith  m any  of th em , th o u g h  u n fo rtu n a te ly  
he k ep t no  record  of th em  a n d  m ost of h is co rrespondence  w ith
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th em  w en t the  w ay  of h is o th er p ap ers . A n  occasional le tte r 
from  one of them  con tinues  to  arrive a t 111 L usk A venue  five 
years after h is dea th .
Som e are m en tio n ed  he re  a n d  from  th is  sam ple it is clear th a t 
they  ex tended  his in fluence in  m an y  d irections. T here w ere, 
naturally , a n u m b er w h o  estab lished  p riva te  p resses , p u b lish ­
ing books of h igh  quality . In d eed  the  n u m b er of such  p resses  in  
the U n ited  S tates increased  d ram atically  after 1935 a n d  it is 
generally  conceded  th a t the  quality  of w ork  from  the  Prairie 
P ress w as a key factor in  s tim u la ting  th is g row th .
O thers  of C o lem an 's  s tu d e n ts  fo u n d  th e ir careers in  various 
phases  of book p u b lish in g  — m ostly  as desig n ers  a n d  ed itors. 
Som e of these  becam e affiliated w ith  academ ic in s titu tio n s  — 
w ith  un iversity  p resses , p r in tin g  opera tions , a n d  as teachers.
Carroll C olem an fo u n d  b o th  p rid e  a n d  p leasu re  in  the  
con tinuation  of the  typograph ica l labora to ry  a t the  U niversity  
of Iow a after he  h a d  left it. H e w as an  ad m irer of the  w o rk  of 
bo th  H arry  D uncan  an d  Kay A m ert, w h o  have  ex ten d ed  the  
trad ition  of excellence he  estab lished  th e re  half a cen tu ry  ago. 
They have  co n tin u ed  to p rov ide  s tu d e n ts  w ith  essen tia lly  the  
sam e p leasu re  in  a n d  respec t for the  a rt of ty p o g rap h y  th a t 
w ere a t the  base of h is ow n  p h ilo so p h y  w h e n  he  estab lished  
the  laboratory.
The m ost significant p a rt of th e  C olem an legacy m ay  w ell be 
th is in sp iration  of in te res t a n d  in teg rity  w h ich  he  ro u se d  in  so 
m any  y o u n g  peop le . C erta in  lim ita tions of b o th  tim e a n d  space 
opera te  w ith  respec t to  ev en  th e  finest exam ples of the  book ­
m aking  art. T here is, o n  the  o th e r h a n d , no  w ay  to  lim it the  
m ultip ly ing  im pact of th e  forces he  set in  m o tion  w h e n  he  
in sp ired  o th ers  to carry on  the  trad ition  h e  estab lished  as 
typog rapher, bookm aker, a n d  teacher.
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a lready  been  m en tio n ed  a n d  deserves special th an k s for his 
h e lp  an d  en co u rag em en t from  the  ou tse t. D avid  Schoonover, 
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b o th  p ro v id ed  im p o rtan t assistance. S usan  H ansen , Judy  
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W illiam  an d  M ary  G raf of Iow a City, dealers in  a n d  lovers of 
fine books, sh a re d  m an y  of th e ir experiences w ith  C arroll 
C o lem an  over the  years  of th e ir friendsh ip . So d id  the  late 
L oren G ehringer, fellow  m em ber of the  In te rnationa l T ypo­
g raph ical U nion.
A w o rd  ab o u t G enn ie  C o lem an 's  con tribu tions. Even though  
"A  C onfirm ed  T ypom aniac" is ded ica ted  to  her, she deserves a 
fu rth e r a c k n o w led g m en t — th a t w ith o u t h e r  unqualified  coop­
era tion  it could  n o t have  b een  w ritten . M y in d eb ted n ess  to  her 
is inestim able .
Tw o issues of Books at Iowa — those  of N ovem ber 1965 and  
N ovem ber 1975 — com bine to  p rov ide  a b ib liography of the 
pub lica tions of the  P rairie Press.
In  the  first of these  (pages 15-33) Law rence O akley C heever 
offers " The Prairie Press: a Thirty-Y ear R ecord ." It includes 146 
item s.
E m erson  G. W ulling  is the  au th o r of " C arroll C olem an on  
P rin ting , w ith  a Prairie P ress Checklist, 1965-75" on  pp . 11-24, 
29-33 of the  N ovem ber 1975 Books at Iowa. It i nc ludes 23 m ore 
pub lica tions, w ith  a n  a d d e n d u m  of o th e r m iscellaneous item s.
The Prairie P ress w as, of course, a lm ost w holly  inactive after 
1973. T hese checklists rep re sen t, th en , the  o u tp u t of alm ost 
fou r decades. T hese are the  books o n  w h ich  the  rep u ta tio n  of 
the  m an  a n d  his p ress  have  b een  estab lished .
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